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Holy, holy, holy! 

Lord, God Almighty! 

Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee. 

Holy, holy, holy! 

Merciful and mighty! 

God in three persons blessed Trinity. 

Holy, holy, holy! 

All the saints adore Thee, 

Casting down their golden crowns around the glassy sea. 

Cherubim and seraphim falling down before Thee, 

Which were and are and evermore shall be! 

Holy, holy, holy! 

Though the darkness hide Thee, 

Though the eye of sinful man thy glory may not see. 

Only Thou art holy! there is none beside Thee, 

Perfect in power, in love, and purity! 

Holy, holy, holy! 

Lord, God Almighty! 

All Thy works shall praise Thy name in earth and sky and sea. 

Holy, holy, holy! 

Merciful and mighty! 

God in three persons blessed Trinity.  

 

  

Lyrics by Reginald Heber (1783-1826) based on Revelation 4:1-11. 

Music: “Nicaea” by John Bacchus Dykes (1823-1876) 
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Syllabus 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This study of Leviticus walks through the details and obscurities of the book of Leviticus. 

The course makes sense of a book that often feels detached and foreign to the Christian life. It 

explores the offerings, the laws, and the confusion of the book of Leviticus, revealing, along the 

way, the meaning for Israel and for Christians. 

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK 

The book has two sections in it and are identified accordingly. The main text sections 

consisting of lectures taught by Dr. Jay Sklar, are identified by their listing in the table of 

contents. These sections are very easy to read and understand and encompass the core of the 

material. All of this material should be read. 

The supplemental reading sections, by various authors, is placed at the end of each main text 

section and is identified by a section header. The supplemental readings seek to fill any holes or 

give additional information about various topics. These sections are more challenging to read due 

to their technical nature. Please skip these sections if they discourage the reader from continuing 

to pursue the main text of this study book. At a minimum, the student should read the main text, 

and as time or interest allows, they should consult the supplemental portions.  

DETAILED COURSE OUTCOMES 

Upon successful completion you should be able to: 

• Recognize the difficulty and the importance of the book of Leviticus 

• Describe the vision of the book of Leviticus 

• Outline the theological themes of the book of Leviticus 

• Discuss special issues pertaining to the interpretation and understanding of the book of 

Leviticus 

• Summarize the details and lessons for the Israelites and for us from the various offerings and 

laws in the book of Leviticus 

• Identify the role and function of the tent of meeting and the priests in the book of Leviticus 

• Apply lessons from the book of Leviticus to your own life 

PRACTICAL COURSE OUTCOMES 

Here are some of the practical takeaways that I would like you to have by the time we’ve 

completed this course together. 

Covenant King and Covenant People 

First, I’d like you to appreciate how understanding this overarching metaphor of the Lord as 

a covenant King in the midst of His covenant people in His royal palace tent will help you as you 

read and interpret the book. 



 

viii 

 

The Laws and the Lawgiver 

I hope, secondly, that you will have an understanding that laws are a window into the heart of 

the lawgiver. They represent the lawgiver’s values, which means that in this book we get a 

window into the heart of the Lord Himself. 

Moving from Then to Now 

I hope you will have an understanding that, when it comes to application, we always want to 

begin by asking “What did this mean for the original audience?” before considering what it 

means for us today. 

Seeing the King in the Laws 

I hope you will see that the King described in these laws, the Lord, is a King of goodness and 

of grace and of love, and who desires our fellowship and gives His people a mission to reflect 

His holy, just, good character into the world—as “far as the curse is found”—for His glory and 

our blessing. 

Understanding Jesus’ Sacrifice and Priestly Ministry 

Lastly, I hope you will see that one of the greatest gifts Leviticus gives us is the way in which 

it helps us to understand how much more Jesus has done in terms of His sacrifice and priestly 

ministry on our behalf. 

ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR 

Dr. Jay Sklar is originally from Canada. He came down to the United States to study at 

seminary and met his wife there. They moved to England for three and a half years, where he did 

a PhD in OT Studies focused on Leviticus. They came back to the States, where they’ve been 

teaching in seminary ever since. Here is Dr. Sklar’s take on his passion for Leviticus: 

For over fourteen years now, my focus has been on the book of Leviticus, and I wonder if 

you know what happens when you tell people you’ve been studying Leviticus for the past 

fourteen years. Some people look at you with this vacant searching look as they’re trying to 

figure out either what Leviticus is or why in the world you would study it for fourteen years. 

Other people look at you, and they get this smile—a big broad smile, the kind of smile that 

says, “Oh well, at least he’s not hurting anyone.” But I have loved my study of the book of 

Leviticus, and I hope in this course that you will come to love the book as much as I do.
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Chapter 1  
Introduction to Leviticus 

THE DIFFICULTY AND IMPORTANCE OF LEVITICUS 

Why is it that so many of us struggle with this book? There are lots of different reasons. Let 

me give you at least three. 

Genre 

First, in terms of genre, the book of Leviticus is almost entirely law. In fact, aside from law, 

it has one chapter of blessings and curses, where there are way more curses than blessings, and 

two stories in which a person gets killed because of disobedience. And very few people go home 

at night thinking, “Let’s just cuddle up to a book full of law and curses and people getting 

killed.” 

What is it about the genre of Leviticus that is theologically important? While it’s true that 

Leviticus is mostly law, it’s important to remember that laws reflect the values of the lawgiver. 

And so, think, in most societies there are laws against murder. Why is that? Well, it’s because 

there is a value of human life. That value is what drives the law. That is true with the law of God 

as well. These laws reflect His values. And what that means is that in reading through them and 

in studying them, you have a window into the heart of God Himself. 

Consider, for example, Lev 19:9–10. It says, “When you reap the harvest of your land, do not 

reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Do not go over your 

vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the 

foreigner. I am the LORD your God.” What are the values behind a law like that? You could 

express them in different ways. The Lord has compassion for those who are disadvantaged. The 

Lord values caring for those who are in a situation where they are less fortunate than others. He, 

in fact, values that more than He values you maximizing profits in life. Those kinds of laws are a 

window into the heart of God. So, the fact that Leviticus is law—don’t let that stop you from 

engaging the book but see that as an invitation to begin to understand more deeply what exactly 

the Lord values. 

Strangeness Factor 

The second reason we struggle with Leviticus is what you might call the strangeness factor—

and the worship in Leviticus, for example, looks so different than most modern worship services 

today. For example, if there’s a wedding at the church, you can’t even throw rice inside the 

sanctuary; that can only be done outside. In Leviticus you’ve got animals being slaughtered, and 

blood is going everywhere. It just looks so different. And then it has things that just seem so 

strange, like laws on ritual purity and impurity; and we wonder, why do you become impure 

when you touch certain things or do certain things, and what is ritual purity and impurity 

anyway? 

What is it about the strangeness factor of Leviticus that is theologically important? Even 

here, however, we have opportunities to understand more about the Lord. Think, for example, of 

sacrifice, which we don’t do anymore. When you came into the courtyard of the tent of meeting, 
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one of the first things you saw was this huge altar. The surface area on the top was at least fifty 

square feet. What that showed or communicated to you—seeing that altar between you and the 

tent of meeting—was that this God is so holy that, in order to approach Him, we need our sins 

and impurity dealt with first. 

Think of things like the strangeness of ritual purity and impurity, for example. I had a class 

once that I taught all semester long. The focus of the whole class was the book of Leviticus. 

Their main assignment in that class was to live levitically for one week. They had to follow as 

many of the laws of Leviticus as possible. At the end of the week, they turned in a journal to me; 

they had been keeping a diary of their experience. I got the typical kind of complaints in the 

midst of it—people saying things like “Gosh, I can’t wear clothing made of two different fabrics, 

and that wipes out, like, ninety percent of my wardrobe.” But I had others who came along and 

would say—in fact, most of the class at some point in the week made this observation— “All 

week long I have been focusing on issues of ritual purity and ritual impurity, and it made me 

realize I need to put the same kind of attention toward issues of moral purity and moral impurity. 

I need to be more holy.” 

In other words, while these laws seem strange to us, they had a very practical function for the 

people of Israel. They were reminders to them that, just as they were to be people of ritual purity 

and deal properly with ritual impurity, so too they were to be people of moral purity and to deal 

properly with moral impurity. In the next segment I’ll address the third reason why Leviticus 

really matters. 

Theological Factor 

A third reason why we sometimes do not read Leviticus is that we think Jesus has fulfilled all 

these things anyway: “Why do we need to keep reading this book?” That is actually the point. It 

is because Jesus has fulfilled many of the things that are talked about in Leviticus—like sacrifice, 

atonement, and being a priest—that, if we want to understand Jesus and what He has done better, 

we need to understand the things that are found in the book of Leviticus. Let me illustrate this for 

you by telling you two different stories. 

The Passion of The Christ 

The first is about a movie that came out several years ago now, called The Passion of the 

Christ. If you have ever seen the movie, you know that it’s a story that’s telling, really, the last 

twenty-four hours or so of the life of Jesus. It begins with Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane. He 

is arrested, and you see Him go through His trial, being beaten, being crucified. This is all in 

slow time—over two hours watching all of this take place—and at the very end there is just a 

very, very brief allusion to His resurrection. 

I was fascinated to see how people in modern culture were interacting with this movie. One 

night I was watching the local news. They were interviewing people on the way out of the 

movie, and they stopped one young man and asked him what he thought. He responded by 

saying, “Well, I guess the movie was okay, but it didn’t have much of a plot.” 

Why does someone say something like that when watching the movie, The Passion of the 

Christ? As I thought about it, I realized, if this young man didn’t know the larger story—the 

context of which this movie is telling just a very narrow part—then all that he’s seeing is a man 

being arrested—he’s not exactly sure why—being very cruelly treated, beaten, and eventually 

crucified. There is something about a tomb at the end, but it’s not entirely clear; there’s no larger 
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context. But had he understood the larger context of the story and understood the kinds of things 

that Leviticus, for example, talks about in terms of sacrificial atonement—that is to say, having a 

sacrifice for sin to make your relationship with God right; to be restored to relationship with 

God—it might have begun to make a bit more sense. 

The Tribe in Papua New Guinea 

Let me illustrate that by going to a second story. Years ago, there were some missionaries 

who went to work with a tribe in Papua New Guinea. This tribe had never been reached in any 

way with the gospel; they knew absolutely nothing about the Bible. When the missionaries got 

there and spent just a lot of time—months or years—learning the language and customs and 

culture of the people, they finally got to a place where they were ready to begin to teach them the 

Bible. 

The missionaries knew they couldn’t start with Jesus. Jesus doesn’t make any sense unless 

you understand the larger context, what the OT teaches leading up to Jesus. So, they started back 

in the book of Genesis. As they began to go through Genesis and Exodus and Leviticus, 

whenever they got to places where it talked about sacrifice, these missionaries stopped and made 

sure to explain how sacrifice worked—that you could offer this sacrifice and especially the 

lifeblood of the sacrifice in place of the lifeblood of the guilty offeror and that this would restore 

relationship with God, and that this often took place when you were sacrificing a lamb in 

particular, one of the most common sacrifices in the OT. 

Finally, the missionaries made it up to the time of the NT. When they got there, they began to 

tell the story of Jesus, and for a week Jesus became the village hero. People would get up before 

dawn to come and to hear stories of Jesus’ healings of those who were sick and casting out 

demons and all the different things that Jesus did and the things that He taught. 

At the end of the week, they got to the story of Jesus’ arrest and trial and crucifixion. The 

missionaries brought in some tribespeople from another tribe that had already received Jesus as 

their Savior and begun to follow Him as Lord, and they had these tribespeople act out the story 

of Jesus’ crucifixion. As the tribespeople were acting this out, you could see the members of this 

other tribe who were hearing the story for the first time. They just look so confused: Why on 

earth would anyone treat Jesus in this way? 

When they got to the story of the crucifixion, the character who was playing Jesus—he was 

wearing a shirt, and under the shirt the missionaries had put a bag of red dye. You remember in 

the story of Jesus’ crucifixion; a soldier comes up with a spear and puts the spear in the side of 

Jesus. When that happened, as these tribespeople were acting it out, the bag of dye broke, and the 

shirt began to be soaked. It looked like red with blood. And at that moment, some of the people 

who were hearing this story for the first time, you could see—they videotaped this—you could 

see that they were beginning to understand Jesus is being the sacrifice. 

As the story went on, Jesus went into the tomb and came out, and the missionary explained, 

“Jesus is alive again. He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. He will take 

away your sin. He’s the sacrifice for you.” Suddenly the tribespeople all around the village began 

to stand up one by one and say, “I believe. I believe that Jesus is the one who died for me. I 

believe that He takes away my sin.” 

Finally, so many people did this that it got to a tipping point where the whole tribe—in that 

tribe, the way they showed they were excited was they began to jump up and down on the spot. 
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And the whole tribe just turned into this—I guess at a concert, you would call it a mosh pit of 

praise with tribespeople jumping up and down giving glory to God because of what Jesus had 

done, and they understood what Jesus had done because they understood the kinds of things that 

are taught in the book of Leviticus. 

We need more Leviticus. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the purpose of the law 

for the nation of Israel, the theology of Leviticus, how to properly interpret Leviticus, how 

Leviticus relates to the New Testament, and how the New Testament relates to the Law. 

The Purpose of the Law for the Nation of Israel 

As was indicated above, God chose the nation of Israel as his special people to have 

relationship with him and to be the mediatory and revelatory people for the world so that all 

nations might be blessed (Gen 12:3). But for the nation to have a relationship with the holy God 

and in order for this holy God to reside in their midst they too must exhibit holiness. They must 

be a separate and distinct people. This, as was indicated above, was the rationale for the 

sacrificial system instituted to make it possible for the Israelites to receive forgiveness of sins 

and thereby exhibit holiness. But behind the precepts and meanings of what these sacrifices and 

atonement would accomplish is the instruction of the Law. The Law legislated the means for 

atonement as well as the admonitions and prohibitions Israel had to obey to live a life pleasing to 

God. In a word, the revealed Law was at the heart of what it meant for Israel to be holy. The laws 

provided the instruction defining what living a holy life before a holy God entailed (Lev 11:44–

47; 20:22–26; Exod 22:31 Hb. 30; Deut 14:21). By obeying this written instruction Israel lived a 

holy life (Lev 19:2–37; 20:7–27; Num 15:39–41). The Law of Moses was the will of God for 

those whom God had graciously redeemed. It was the practical guide for the man who was 

grateful for God’s deliverance and who had as his highest ambition adherence to the wishes and 

plans of God. In essence, the Law was the means whereby man was joined by holiness of life to 

God.147 Thus we see the intricate connection between holiness and the Law. Holiness was 

achieved by fidelity to the Law of God. The holiness of the Law may also be seen from the fact 

that the Ten Commandments were placed in the ark, the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle. In 

short, the Law was not a burden or yoke for the people of God in the Old Testament but was 

rather one of the greatest blessings God had given to them (Deut 4:7–8; Ps 147:19–20; Rom 9:4–

5). 

Consequently, this Law that God had graciously revealed to Moses was not the means 

whereby the Israelites were declared righteous before God. On the contrary, the historical 

context of these laws is the redemption from Egypt and God’s election of Israel as his people. 

The Law was given in the context of grace. In Leviticus specifically the motivation for Israel to 

obey these laws stems from the deliverance from Egypt that God has just performed (Lev 11:45; 

18:3; 23:43). B. W. Anderson writes, “In Israel’s faith, the good news of what God has done 

precedes the exposition of what the people must do.” Clearly salvation by grace through faith is 

the message of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. As a result, I must take exception to the 

following note from the Scofield Study Bible on John 1:16 that suggests an unwarranted contrast 

between how an individual was saved in the Old Testament in comparison with the New: “The 
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point of testing is no longer legal obedience as the condition of salvation, but acceptance or 

rejection of Christ.” This statement cannot be sustained from the Old Testament (Gen 15:6; Neh 

9:8; Ps 106:12–31; Isa 45:25; 54:17; Mic 6:6–8; Hab 2:4) and is contrary to the teaching of 

rabbinic Judaism. The rabbis encouraged the people to obey the commandments because they 

loved God. Works have never been the instrument of salvation; they are the evidence of 

salvation. Obedience to the laws should be placed in the domain of sanctification rather than 

justification, since by adherence to these laws a social distinction was maintained between the 

Israelites and the rest of the nations. 

The laws of the Mosaic Covenant assume and amplify the Abrahamic Covenant (Exod 2:23–

25; 3:6–8; Deut 7:7–8; Rom 4; Gal 3), which declares God’s intention not only to bless Israel but 

also to bless the world through Israel’s mediatory role. Also, the prophets assign the Law a 

critical role in God’s future blessing of Israel (Jer 31:31–37; Ezek 36:26–32). The New 

Testament addresses the beginning of this future. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 65–67. 

Theology of Leviticus 

In order to understand the spiritual teachings of the book, Leviticus has to be seen, in 

conjunction with Exodus and Numbers, as literature intimately related to the Sinai covenant. A 

holy, pure and just God has revealed himself afresh to the Israelites, and has presented them with 

a covenant formulation, the terms of which have been accepted. In brief, these contained the 

assurance that God would provide for all the material and spiritual needs of the people, including 

the gift of a strategic piece of territory as a national home, if on their part they would 

acknowledge him as the one true God, and would undertake not to worship any other deity. As 

was the custom with certain ancient treaties between a great king and a vassal nation, the 

responsibilities and obligations of the people to whom the agreement was presented were given 

in considerable detail, and some of the enactments of the Sinai covenant are enshrined in 

Leviticus. 

Among other things, these provisions furnish a great deal of information about God’s 

character, and his will for those who are in a covenant relationship with him. In the first instance, 

Leviticus presents God as a living, all-powerful deity, who has intervened already in Israel’s 

affairs to ransom them from slavery in Egypt and make them a people free to worship him. This 

miraculous act of deliverance is a guarantee of his ability to care for the chosen people, and to 

protect their interests as long as they continue to obey his laws. 

Secondly, the book speaks of God’s presence with his people Israel, symbolized by the 

tabernacle in the middle of the encampment, which was the seat of his glory. The people of the 

Near East were familiar with the concept of a portable shrine as indicative of the presence of a 

national deity in the midst of his people, and for the Israelites the tabernacle was a reminder of 

God’s supreme power as well as his presence. As has been remarked above, God demanded the 

exclusive worship of his people as part of the covenant proposals, and Leviticus lays down the 

terms which alone will result in the acceptance of the worshipper. 

The sacrificial system, which is presented in great detail in Leviticus, was one of the means 

by which community life in Israel was regulated. While the details of sacrificial procedures 

varied from one kind of sacrifice to another, there is a consistent emphasis in the book upon the 

fundamental importance of correct ritual behavior. God can be approached ceremonially only in 
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certain prescribed ways, otherwise disaster could be the result. This situation was not so much a 

consequence of divine petulance as a means of disciplining the Israelites so that they would obey 

God’s instructions without question. While ancient Hebrew society might be thought to be over-

governed by such legislation, the fact is that the regulations functioned for the protection and 

guidance of the Israelites. As a result, the people were instructed properly in acceptable modes of 

divine worship and were also shown by dramatic examples the perils of innovation and 

disobedience. The legislative sections of Leviticus thus make clear the principle that obedience 

would be followed by life and blessing, while disobedience would result in death. 

Not merely is God a living and omnipotent deity, but he is the essence of holiness. This 

concept involves ethical and moral, as well as purely spiritual attributes, and must be reflected in 

the day-to-day existence of the Israelites. Their covenantal relationship to the living God is a 

matter of supreme importance for mankind, and thus they are to become a kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation. ‘Be holy, as I am holy’, an injunction which appears repeatedly in Leviticus, 

could well be regarded as the motto of Israel’s national life. God’s holiness involved an 

abhorrence of anything immoral or sinful, as those concepts were defined by reference to the 

covenantal legislation, and it also recoiled from anything that was unjust or impure. While God 

was the One who cared for the enslaved Israelites in Egypt to the point where he had ransomed 

them and restored their liberty, he demanded that they should observe the requirements of the 

covenant into which they had entered and behave as responsible parties to that agreement. 

The sacrificial system showed human sinfulness, and the limited means which God had 

adopted for restoring the sinner to fellowship with himself. The sinner needs to repent and be 

forgiven if he is not to die in his sin, and here it must be noted again that the transgressions for 

which atonement is provided are those of accidental defilement or inadvertent violation of 

ceremonial regulations. As will be observed in the commentary, there was no forgiveness for the 

kind of sin which constituted a repudiation of covenant mercies. 

Leviticus teaches that atonement for sin must be by substitution. The sinner must bring an 

offering which he has acquired at some cost as a substitute for his own life. His formal 

identification with it is followed by the presentation of the offering to God, and a declaration by 

the priest that atonement has been made. 

The book thus makes it evident that no person can be his own saviour or mediator. An 

individual must come before God in penitence, confess his sin and obtain pardon from a merciful 

God who repudiates sin but shows covenant love to the sinner. The cardinal importance of blood-

shedding in substitutionary atonement is indicated in Leviticus 17:11, for without it there can be 

no forgiveness of sin. Among other things, obtaining forgiveness involves cost, and the taking of 

life. 

The general legislation of Leviticus shows that all life is lived under the watchful eye of God, 

and as a result it makes no artificial differentiation between what is holy and what is secular. A 

holy people will by their lives transform mundane things into beautiful and acceptable offerings 

to God. Through his indwelling they will be empowered to minister covenantal grace to each 

other and to those outside the nation of Israel, as opportunity arises. The underlying aim of the 

teaching is thus to ensure that God’s holiness will be able to regulate and direct every area of 

human activity. 

R. K. Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 3, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 30–32. 
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Interpreting Leviticus 

When a Christian studies the Book of Leviticus, the question of its meaning and relevance 

will inevitably arise. The contents of the book, perhaps more than any other book of the Bible, 

seem so removed from the daily life of the contemporary Christian that one is tempted to avoid 

making the effort. 

Church fathers, largely influenced by Origen in the third century, utilized a method of 

interpretation known as allegory to apply Leviticus to their contemporary situations. In 

allegorical interpretation the historical context of a passage was ignored (or thought to be 

offensive) and thus was pushed aside in order to find the “spiritual” sense in the text. This 

technique reads back into the Old Testament text its New Testament knowledge of Jesus Christ. 

Although this method may still exist in some circles today, it has largely been rejected by most 

evangelical and nonevangelical interpreters. 

The interpretive method employed in this commentary will involve several steps aimed at 

determining the intention of the original author when he wrote the text. Although no attempt will 

be made to identify the biblical author’s thought processes, by means of a thorough analysis of 

the written text itself, the goal of ascertaining the author’s intention is attainable. Determining 

the author’s intention is enhanced through an understanding of the historical and cultural context 

of the composition. As a result of archaeological discovery, we now know a great deal about the 

beliefs, customs, and practices of the ancient Near Eastern civilizations in the second millennium 

B.C. These findings will inevitably shed light on the biblical text, for they provide the 

perspective of the author and his original audience. Also, and perhaps more importantly, the 

author’s original intention may be grasped from a better understanding of the literary context. 

This analysis not only examines what immediately precedes and follows each passage but also 

requires a close reading of the original text, that is, a careful examination of the grammar and 

literary structure of each passage. Diligent application of these methods will result in identifying 

the objective meaning of the passage under consideration. Once each passage has been 

thoroughly studied and it is understood what the meaning was for its original audience, evidence 

that the passage may have been the basis for a subsequent legal decision or was alluded to in 

other parts of Scripture will be considered. 

Related to the latter procedure is the examination of the theology of each passage in light of 

the overall canon of Scripture, especially the New Testament. Thus, we read the Old Testament 

in accord with its meaning in its Old Testament context and environment and ponder how this 

historical meaning continues to speak to the church today. Since the Book of Leviticus is mainly 

concerned with the preservation of the covenant relationship between sinful people and their 

holy God, the principles and theology of the passages are directly applicable to the believer’s 

contemporary life because these conditions are not time bound. 

In reading the Old Testament text alongside the New Testament we observe similar 

correspondences or patterns between the Testaments. The study of these patterns or 

correspondences is what is known as typology. Typology is the study of types that consist of 

“persons, institutions, and events of the Old Testament which are regarded as divinely 

established models or pre-representations of corresponding realities in the New Testament.” The 

New Testament corresponding realities are called antitypes. In contrast to allegory, typology 

does not ignore the ancient historical context by trying to read the New Testament back into the 

Old Testament. Both the Old Testament type and New Testament antitype must be based on 

historical facts or occurrences, though there is an escalation or intensification from the Old 
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Testament type to New Testament antitype. The New Testament writers approached the Old 

Testament with a typological outlook. The typological approach leaves the Old Testament in its 

historical setting; but in bringing it alongside and in connection, the New Testament recognizes 

its function as relevant proclamation. Thus, typology is a way to explain the understanding of the 

Old Testament when it is read alongside the New Testament. Since Leviticus addresses the 

functions of Israel’s priesthood and institutions, we will explore the possible typological 

connections to the New Testament. 

It should be apparent in what has been stated above that the Old Testament, including the 

Book of Leviticus, should not be ignored by the modern Christian. Indeed, the reading of the 

New Testament itself leads one to this conclusion. The apostle Paul reminds us on two occasions 

that the written revelation of the Old Testament was in fact written for the church (Rom 15:4; 1 

Cor 10:11). What is more, neither Paul nor the rest of the New Testament writers believed they 

could testify to the person of Jesus Christ without constantly quoting the Old Testament. More 

than 30 percent of the New Testament is either a citation of or an allusion to the Old Testament. 

It is imperative that every believer meditate and reflect upon the entirety of God’s revelation to 

maximize their usefulness in the Master’s service (2 Tim 3:16–17). Neglect of the Old Testament 

by the church has led to tragic results. Ignoring its contents will diminish the impact the believer 

will have on his culture. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 43–45. 

Leviticus and the New Testament 

The importance of levitical law in the mind of Christ can be seen from his remarks (Matt. 

22:39) concerning the ‘golden rule’ (Lev. 19:18). In the Synoptic Gospels this aphorism is 

mentioned in Matthew 19:19; Mark 12:31; and Luke 10:27. Paul also referred to it in Romans 

13:9 and Galatians 5:14. 

The concepts of separation and holiness demanded by the ancient Hebrew priesthood were 

attractive themes to New Testament writers. Peter was insistent that the fellowship of Christians 

should be nothing less than a royal priesthood (1 Pet. 2:9), while the author of Hebrews saw in 

the concept both an individual and a social aspect. What is commonly described as the 

‘priesthood of all believers’ implies that those who have committed their lives to Christ as 

Saviour and Lord, and thereby have experienced spiritual rebirth, have direct access to the Father 

without any recourse to human intermediaries. It also means that all true believers must aspire to 

live as priests who are consecrated to the Lord’s service so that they will bring continuous honor 

to God’s sacred name. Therefore, they must be moral, upright, and holy in their daily existence. 

Peter caught the spirit of Leviticus firmly in his exhortation to Christians to emulate divine 

holiness in every activity of life (1 Pet. 1:15). 

The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews saw in Leviticus much that foreshadowed the 

atoning work of Jesus Christ. In Hebrews 7, Christ was depicted as the eternal High Priest whose 

work far surpassed that of Aaron and his successors in office. Whereas they ministered locally 

and died in due course, Christ’s atonement brought about universal redemption, while his 

eternity guarantees an unchangeable priesthood. As a sinless Saviour, Jesus was unique in being 

able to dispense with the necessity for making atonement for his own sins before sacrificing for 

the iniquities of others. Because grace and truth came by Jesus Christ, he is the originator of a 

better covenant based on divine grace, which enables persons to approach God freely without the 

impediments of legalism. Finally, Christ did what no Hebrew high priest ever accomplished by 
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offering himself as the supreme sacrifice for human sin. This atonement was made once for all 

time, as contrasted with the annual offerings for national sins of inadvertence made on the day of 

atonement. Christ thus transcended the law in his demonstration of supreme love (John 15:13). 

In his death Jesus fulfilled the levitical concept of the sin offering (cf. Rom. 8:1–4; 2 Cor. 

5:18–21; Heb. 9:11–28; 10:11–12; 13:10–15), while in other connections Paul described him as a 

peace offering (Rom. 5:1–11; Eph. 2:13–18; Col. 1:18–20). Just as the tabernacle symbolized 

God’s presence in the midst of Israel, so the incarnation of Jesus Christ is an assurance that God 

is present continuously in human society. The priests and the sacrifices which they presented 

were a foreshadowing of the larger work of Christ for human salvation (cf. Heb. 3:1; 4:14–16, 

etc.). The atonement achieved on Calvary meant that the strict levitical prescriptions for sacrifice 

and holiness had been superseded for the Christian by the indwelling of God’s Holy Spirit (cf. 

Acts 9:9–16; 15:1–21; Gal. 2:11–3:5, etc.). Because Jesus Christ lives in the believer by faith, the 

true living sacrifice to God comprises the daily presentation of the life in the service of Christ 

and his kingdom (cf. Rom. 12:1–2). 

R. K. Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 3, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 32–34. 

The New Testament and the Law 

INTRODUCTION. The New Testament writers consistently chose the Greek term nomos to 

translate the Hebrew tôrâ, “law.” Nomos occurs 195 times in the New Testament, with 121 of 

these usages occurring in Paul’s letters. By the time of the postexilic period, the rabbinic 

writings, and the New Testament the term was normally used to refer to the Pentateuch, the 

Hebrew tôrâ. But the term has a range of meaning in the New Testament and in Classical Greek. 

Although the term most often refers to the Pentateuch, it also has broader meaning. Both John 

and the apostle Paul use the term to refer to the complete revelation of God in the Old Testament 

(John 10:34; 12:34; 15:25; 1 Cor 14:21). This use of the term probably was due to the pride of 

place the Mosaic Law occupied in the Old Testament and in Palestinian Judaism. The term might 

also be used to refer to human law (Rom 7:2–4) or to a principle, whether to a principle of faith 

(Rom 3:27), of sin (Rom 7:25), or of the spirit of life (Rom 8:2). 

JESUS AND THE LAW. The pervasiveness of the role of the Law of Moses still occupied 

Jewish minds in the first century, when God became man. Paul in fact encapsulated an 

unavoidable aspect of Jesus’ life even at his birth: he was “born under law” (Gal 4:4). The issue 

of the Law played a critical role in the life of Christ, especially when Jesus was challenged on 

issues of Law by Jewish religious leaders. Shortly after the beginning of his ministry, Jesus 

announced his relationship to the Law of Moses. He declared that he did not come to abolish the 

Law or the Prophets, but rather he came to fulfill them (Matt 5:17). In passages where it seems 

that Jesus is proposing something different from what was stated in the Law, it could be argued 

that this qualification, that he was fulfilling the Law, should be kept in mind. More often it is the 

case, however, that in those passages where Jesus appears to be at odds with the Law, his 

statements are not challenges to the Law at all but rather his responses to the oral law of the 

Pharisees, the traditions of men (Mark 7:8). In other words, on those occasions where Jesus 

seems critical of the Law, it is not the Law he critiques but rather the incorrect interpretation or 

application of the laws (Matt 9:13; 12:7; 23:23). He is thus defending the Law. In this defense he 

stands with the Old Testament prophets in condemning illicit practices without criticizing the 

Law itself (Isa 1:11–18; Jer 7:21–24; Hos 6:6; Amos 5:21–24; Mic 6:6–8). Jesus respected the 

Law, while occasionally expanding upon it or sharpening its intention (Matt 5:27, 28). He gave 
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the true interpretation of the Law of God in the Sermon on the Mount. Never did he detract from 

or deny the Mosaic Law. In fact, he sternly warned anyone who would dare to do so (Matt 5:19). 

The Old Testament Law was directed toward Jesus Christ (Rom 8:3; 10:4; Gal 3:24) and was 

only properly revealed in him. Yet surely in some respects it must be said that he did transcend 

the Law in that he fulfilled it in his ministry and especially in his death. 

PAUL AND THE LAW. As noted from the occurrences of the term nomos, the issue of the 

Law was very important in the Pauline Epistles of the New Testament. In fact, it is not an 

exaggeration to state that Paul’s view of the Law is as important to New Testament theology as 

the Mosaic Law is to the theology of the Old Testament. Yet it is especially in analyzing Paul’s 

view of the Mosaic Law where the tensions develop. Those who advocate the complete 

irrelevance of Old Testament Law for the Christian as well as those who maintain that the Law is 

in various ways still normative for the believer appeal to Paul as their authority! Passages such as 

Rom 6:14; 7:4; 2 Cor 3:11; Gal 3:19–25; 4:1–5; Eph 2:15; Col 2:14 have been cited to suggest 

that Paul viewed the Law as obsolete for the Christian. On the other hand, Rom 3:31; 7:12–14; 

Eph 6:2 have been claimed to teach the ongoing relevance of the Law for the Christian today. 

Ephesians 6:2 is especially telling, for there Paul admonishes the Ephesian church not on his own 

apostolic authority but on the basis of the authority of the Mosaic Law. 

Paul’s sometimes apparent negative criticisms of the Law should be understood in the same 

way Jesus’ and the prophets’ railings were viewed: Paul was condemning a misuse of the Law 

and not the Law itself, which is holy, just, and good (Rom 7:12). With the coming of Christ and 

the creation of the new man, there was a shift in the working of God’s kingdom program. The 

new man consisted of Jew and Gentile—one in Christ (Eph 2:15). Hence those laws that had 

earlier served as a badge for the nation of Israel and as a boundary to keep it distinct and separate 

from the world were no longer in force. These laws, particularly Sabbath, circumcision, and food 

laws (see Mark 7:19), had served their purpose and were completed or fulfilled in Christ (Eph 

2:15; Col 2:16–17).162 As these laws were fulfilled, they ceased to operate on the literal plane to 

demarcate and preserve the children of Israel and now apply to the church in principle regarding 

what it means to live a life of holiness before God (e.g., 2 Cor 6:14–18). There has been a change 

in the administration of God’s redemptive plan. Thus, it can be said that believers are no longer 

under the Law. They are no longer under the religious system determined by the Law (Gal 5:18; 

Rom 14:14) but under the better promises of the new covenant. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 67–69. 

Themes in Leviticus that find fulfillment in the New Testament 

• Law 

• Holiness 

• Ceremonial Holiness 

• Priesthood 

• Purity 

• Tabernacle 
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THE LOCATION OF LEVITICUS 

Biblical History Leading up to Leviticus 

So why does Leviticus show up here in the biblical story? Often, it’s difficult for us to realize 

that Leviticus is actually right in the midst of this huge narrative flow that goes all the way from 

Genesis through Deuteronomy, and once you see the history that leads to it, you can see it 

belongs here very naturally. Think especially of the history of what has happened up to this point 

in the story, just before Leviticus. 

The Israelites have come out of Egypt, and they’re headed to the promised land. In Exodus 

19 the Lord calls them to be a kingdom of priests and holy nation. They’ve just arrived at Sinai, 

and they’re just about to get covenant law. But the Lord has them stop here at Sinai. He says, 

“You’re going to be, to me, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” After giving them the law 

(Exod 20–24), you might think, “Okay, now we’re ready to head to the promised land.” 

But not yet. The Lord has them stay at Sinai because He wants them to build a tabernacle so 

He can come and dwell in their midst. Think of it this way. The God who’s just redeemed them 

from Egypt is not just their saving God; He’s their redeeming God. He’s also their covenantal 

God. He’s in relationship with them, and so, just as they all have their tents, He wants His tent 

right in the midst of them. And so, Exodus 25–40 is focused on giving them these instructions 

for the Lord’s tent—His tabernacle—that’s going to come and dwell in their midst. 

In Exodus 40—the last chapter of the book of Exodus, right before Leviticus—the tabernacle 

is built, and the Lord descends. And, in fact, the book of Exodus ends with these words [40:34–

35]: “Then the cloud”—referring to this cloud of glory concealing the Lord’s presence— “Then 

the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. Moses 

could not enter the tent of meeting because the cloud had settled on it, and the glory of the 

LORD filled the tabernacle.” And it’s right after that that you get Leviticus. Why? 

Why Does Leviticus Belong Here? 

If you are an Israelite, you have several burning questions at this point: “How can we live 

with the holy King in our midst without His holiness melting us in our sin and impurity? Even if 

we can live with Him in our midst, what does it look like for us to carry out His mission? What 

does it mean for us to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation?” 

And the answer is in Leviticus—Leviticus starts with chapters 1–7, which describe sacrifices 

to address sin and impurity and help them to know “How do we worship this holy King who’s in 

our midst?” Leviticus, which in chapters 8–10 describes the ordination of priests so that Israelites 

have mediators to offer sacrifice on their behalf and help them to know and understand the law 

of God. Leviticus, which in chapters 11–15 tells them how to properly address their ritual 

impurity, again, so that this holy king can dwell in their midst. Leviticus, which in chapter 16 

describes this great Day of Atonement, this once a year deep, spiritual cleansing and atoning of 

all their sins, so that God can continue to dwell in their midst. Leviticus, which in chapters 17–27 

gives them a whole series of laws that help them to understand what it means to live like as a 

kingdom of priests and holy nation. 

We look at Leviticus as a burden. The Israelites looked at Leviticus as life-giving 

instruction—just what they needed at this point in their history. 
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Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the context and title 

of the book of Leviticus, and the background of Leviticus. 

The Biblical Location of Leviticus 

The book of Leviticus continues where Exodus left off. Israel is at Mount Sinai and 

Yahweh’s presence has entered the tabernacle (Exod 40:34–38). Leviticus begins with Yahweh 

instructing Moses on the procedures for sacrifices and offerings that he is to pass on to the 

people of Israel. The biblical law given to Israel at Sinai encompasses Exod 20:1–Num 9:14, 

including the entire book of Leviticus. 

John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016). 

Context and Title 

In order to understand Leviticus well, it is important to consider it in the context of the story 

that precedes it. This can be done by reading it in light of its immediate literary and historical 

context and in light of the story of creation. 

The story immediately before Leviticus is one in which the Lord redeems the Israelites from 

slavery in Egypt (Exod. 1–15) and enters into covenant relationship with them (Exod. 20–24). 

They are to be his ‘treasured possession’ who are to fulfil a special role: being a ‘kingdom of 

priests and a holy nation’, and in this way spreading the Lord’s kingdom of justice, mercy, 

goodness and love in all the earth (see Williams, 2005: 134–149). What is more, they are to do 

this with the Lord himself dwelling in their midst in the tent of meeting (Exod. 25–31, 35–40). If 

you were an Israelite, all of this would lead to some burning questions: How in the world can the 

holy and pure King of the universe dwell among his sinful and impure people? How can he live 

here, in our very midst, without his holiness melting us in our sin and impurity? And how can we 

live as his people in such a way that we really do extend his holy kingdom throughout the earth? 

Leviticus answers these questions. It begins by explaining the sacrifices that address sin and 

enable the Israelites to worship this King rightly (Lev. 1–7). It provides the people with priests to 

intercede on their behalf and lead them in worship before the King (Lev. 8–10). It gives them 

laws to teach them how to deal properly with impurity (Lev. 11–15). It provides a yearly 

ceremony to remove every last ounce of sin and impurity from the kingdom (Lev. 16). It 

provides a whole series of laws in other areas to direct them in living as a ‘kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation’ (Lev. 17–27), that is, in setting up a society where God’s character and wishes 

for humanity can be seen in the corporate life of the nation. In short, while many Christians 

regard Leviticus as a burden, the Israelites looked on it as a blessing. For them, it was life-giving 

instruction that answered life’s most important questions: How do we live in relationship with 

the Lord, our covenant King, and how do we reflect his holy character to the watching world? 

But Leviticus does more than answer questions raised by its immediate literary and historical 

context. It also casts a vision rooted in the Bible’s larger story and, in particular, in creation. 

Indeed, God’s purpose for his people in Leviticus is in many ways a return to his purpose for 

humanity in creation. This may be seen in terms of separation, blessing, and calling. In the story 

of creation, the Lord separates (Heb. hibdîl) things into their proper place to bring order to the 

world (Gen. 1:4, 6, 7, 14, 18). At the pinnacle of creation, he makes Adam and Eve, bringing 
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them into this ordered world and blessing them in many ways, whether by shining his favor on 

them to make them fruitful (Gen. 1:28), placing them in a lush garden in Eden where all their 

physical needs are met (Gen. 2:8–25), giving them a Sabbath rest (Gen. 2:3), or, most of all, 

‘walking’ (Heb. hithalēk) with them as their God (Gen. 3:8a). Along with these blessings is a 

calling. He has created them in his image, and they are to reflect that image in the earth (Gen. 

1:26–28). Practically speaking, this means they will represent him, ruling over the earth in a way 

that reflects how he rules over it: with justice, mercy, kindness, righteousness, holiness, and love 

(Pss 86:15; 89:14; 96:10; 97:2; 103:8). Their mission is to fill the earth with this kingdom (Gen. 

1:28). 

Leviticus casts this same vision for God’s people. In Leviticus, the Lord once again brings 

order to the world by ‘separating’ (Heb. hibdîl) things into their proper place and calling his 

people to do the same (Lev. 10:10; 11:46–47; 20:25). Indeed, he separates his people from the 

rest of the world (Lev. 20:24, 26) and promises to bless them as he did Adam and Eve, whether 

by shining his favor on them to make them fruitful (Lev. 26:9; cf. Gen. 1:28), placing them in a 

lush land where all their physical needs will be met (Lev. 26:4–5, 10; cf. Gen. 2:8–25), giving 

them Sabbath rest (Lev. 23:3; 25:1–7; cf. Gen. 2:3), or, most of all, ‘walking’ (Heb. hithalēk) 

with them as their God (Lev. 26:11–12; cf. Gen. 3:8). And, as in creation, the blessings are again 

accompanied by a calling. He has separated them from the peoples of the earth in order to reflect 

his image in the world: ‘Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy’ (19:2; see also 11:44–

45; 20:7, 26). The Israelites are the ones who are to represent the Lord in this earth, thus 

fulfilling the purpose the Lord had for humanity in creation, as well as showing the rest of the 

world what that purpose is, how to live in keeping with it, and therefore how to experience the 

abundant life God intended for his creation (cf. at Lev. 26, Meaning). Simply put, the Israelites 

are not only to be a signpost back to Eden; they are to become a manifestation of it and a people 

who extend Eden’s borders to every corner of the earth. 

Leviticus: a return to God’s purposes in creation: 

 

In short, the book of Leviticus not only answers questions raised by its immediate context, it 

also casts a vision that takes the Israelites back to the Lord’s intent for humanity from the 

beginning of the world: to walk in rich fellowship with their covenant King, enjoying his care 

and blessing, and extending throughout all the earth his kingdom of justice, mercy, kindness, 

righteousness, holiness and love. In this way, the vision of Leviticus should feel very familiar to 

the people of God today, since it is the very same vision for which Jesus teaches us to pray: 
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‘Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven’ (Matt. 6:10). Old Testament 

or New, the Lord always calls his people to pray for, embody and extend his kingdom in this 

earth, both for his glory and for their blessing. 

The above helps to make clear that ‘Leviticus’ is an unfortunate title for this book. It derives 

ultimately from the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, which entitled it 

Leuitikon (‘pertaining to the Levites’), undoubtedly because it addresses many issues involving 

priests, a group that came from the tribe of Levi. But as the above shows, Leviticus is about far 

more than priestly matters. It belongs to a grand story in which the holy King of the universe has 

come to live among his sinful and impure people. In his love for them, he tells them in this book 

how to address their sin and impurity and live out their calling and mission in this world as the 

holy people of his kingdom. A longer, more fitting title would be: ‘How to live as the holy 

priestly kingdom of the holy and heavenly King’. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 27–30. 

Background 

About 400 years before the exodus God promised Abraham that his descendants would be 

very numerous and live in the land of Canaan (approximately modern Israel). The family of 

Abraham multiplied, but because of famine, they had to go and live in Egypt. Afraid of the 

Israelites, the rulers of Egypt turned them into slaves. 

The Book of Exodus tells how God, acting through Moses, brought the Israelites out of 

Egypt in a miraculous way. Moses led them to Mt Sinai, where God appeared in fire and smoke 

on the top of the mountain. Moses went up the mountain where God gave him the Ten 

Commandments (also called the Decalogue) and explained various laws. Through these acts, 

God showed that he had chosen the nation of Israel to be his special holy people, different from 

all the other nations and showing God’s character through their behavior (cf. Ex 19:5, 6). 

God’s revelation at Sinai was unique and unrepeatable. But he disclosed to Moses that he 

wanted to live among the people of Israel permanently. They were therefore told to build a 

portable royal palace that would be suitable for the divine King of kings. The building of this 

portable palace, traditionally called the tabernacle, is described in Exodus 35–40. When it was 

completed, the fire and cloud that had been seen on Mt Sinai appeared over the tabernacle as a 

sign that God was now dwelling in it (Ex 40:34–38). 

Exodus also tells how Moses was told to appoint his brother Aaron and his sons to serve in 

the tabernacle as priests (Ex 28; 29). Unfortunately, before the Israelites even began to build the 

tabernacle, they made a golden calf under Aaron’s leadership and started to worship it instead. 

Only as a result of Moses’ prayers was the whole people spared. The Book of Exodus therefore 

leaves the reader in suspense. The tabernacle has been built, but no one knows how to worship 

God in it. Though Aaron and his family are alive, we are left wondering whether they will still be 

allowed to lead the worship of God after the idolatry of the golden calf. God has been so 

gracious as to take up residence among Israel, but how are they to respond? The Book of 

Leviticus answers these questions. 

Walter A. Elwell and Barry J. Beitzel, “Leviticus, Book Of,” Baker Encyclopedia of the 

Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1988), 1329. 
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Literary and Covenantal Context 

As the middle book of the Pentateuch, Leviticus stands at the heart of the Old Testament 

Torah. The laws recorded in Leviticus are actually the continuation of the laws revealed to 

Moses at Mount Sinai after the nation had been liberated from slavery in Egypt. Thus, the entire 

book continues the stipulations of the Mosaic Covenant, following the Book of Exodus, which 

ended with the instruction and subsequent completion of the tabernacle. Leviticus records how 

the sacrifices and offerings are to be performed in this newly constructed tabernacle. Exodus thus 

ends with where God is to be worshiped—in the tabernacle. Leviticus focuses on how God is to 

be worshiped—by the offering of sacrifices. In a word, Leviticus contains the laws that outline 

what it meant for Israel to serve the Lord. These sacrifices were essential for Israel’s existence as 

the covenant people of God because the existence of sin and impurity constantly threatened their 

relationship with God. Therefore, the tabernacle and its sacrificial services were gracious gifts 

from God enabling the people of God to serve him in purity and holiness.68 The Pentateuchal 

narrative thus resumes God’s instruction of Moses (Exod 29:43–46) that the goal of the 

establishment of the tabernacle (Exod 25–31, 35–40), the sacrificial offerings, and the priesthood 

was that God would dwell among his people and be their God (Exod 29:45). God’s personal 

presence was first promised to Abraham and his immediate descendants. Now it is guaranteed 

for the whole nation by means of the sacrificial system, which will operate in the tabernacle, the 

visible representation of God’s presence, the place where he could be encountered. As the special 

place of God’s presence, the tabernacle was a reminder to the people of Israel of the blessing of 

having a personal relationship with God, who dwelt in their midst. By means of this special 

blessing Israel was in turn to bless the world. The sacrifices were God’s provision whereby this 

special covenant relationship could be maintained. 

The Mosaic Covenant should be viewed historically and logically as subordinate to the 

promises made to Israel’s great patriarch Abraham in the Abrahamic Covenant. After the failure 

of mankind (Gen 1–11) and particularly the rebellion of the nations in Genesis 11, God promised 

to bless Abraham and make him a great nation (cf. Gen 12:1–3). Through this nation all families 

of the earth would be blessed (Gen 12:3c), thus reversing the damage caused by the nations’ 

pride in Gen 11:1–9. 

The close association between the Abrahamic and Mosaic Covenants is evident in Lev 

26:42–45, where in the conclusion of the laws in Leviticus the word “covenant” occurs five 

times, first in reference to the Abrahamic Covenant and then to the Mosaic Covenant.70 Though 

the word “covenant” appears infrequently, covenantal ideas pervade the book. As Wenham 

explains: 

  Leviticus explains how covenant worship should be conducted (chaps. 1–17), then how 

the covenant people should behave (18–25), and closes with a section of blessings and 

curses, entirely appropriate to a covenant document (chap. 26). Indeed, the last verse of this 

chapter connects all that precedes with Sinai, where the covenant was concluded (26:46).… 

The Sinai Covenant was at once a treaty between God and Israel and laws imposed on the 

nation. 

As has already been stated, this covenant relationship extended to the entire nation the earlier 

relationship God had established with the Patriarchs. 

Three elements are essential for any nation to exist: a people, a land, and a constitution. From 

the inception of the promise in Genesis 12, the issue of progeny for Abraham becomes the 

critical issue. Hardly any narrative from Genesis 12–50 is free from the issue of the survival of 
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Abraham’s seed, that is, a people to exist to form the great nation. This theme continues to 

dominate the biblical narrative until Exodus 19, when the entire congregation of Israel, the 

descendants of Abraham, has left Egypt and has gathered on Mount Sinai. At Sinai the nation is 

given a mission statement, “You will be a holy nation” (Exod 19:6). Thus, the Mosaic Covenant 

and the Sinaitic legislation refashion the Abrahamic promises now that the Patriarchs have 

become a great nation. It is the appropriation by the whole nation of the covenant made with 

Abraham. 

From this point onward the chief concern in the narrative of the Pentateuch becomes the 

elaboration of the laws of the constitution of the nation. The legislation begins with the Ten 

Commandments in Exodus 20 and continues to Num 10:10. These laws define what it means for 

Israel to be a holy nation (Exod 19:6). Beginning with Num 10:11 when the Israelites break 

camp and continuing to the end of the Book of Joshua, the overriding issue becomes the 

occupation of the land of Canaan, that is, the provision of land, the third essential component of 

nationhood. Thus, Numbers delineates the laws of the Israelite camp in motion. The overall 

structure of the formative history of the people of Israel from Genesis 12 through Joshua may be 

viewed as follows: 

People Gen 12:10–Exodus 19 

Law Exodus 20–Num 10:10 

Land Num 10:11–Joshua 24 

Leviticus is part of the stipulations of laws or the constitution, but it should not be 

overlooked that the entire context, including the giving of legislation, is within a narrative 

framework. This narrative is reinforced by the occurrence of the oft-repeated formula: “The 

LORD said to Moses,” which functions like a connective thread throughout the work. It is also 

supported by the fact that Leviticus begins with the narrative sequence verb wayyiqrāʾ, “and he 

called” (Lev 1:1). Moreover, the legal and cultic sections of Leviticus are interspersed with 

narrative passages that address legal themes (see 8; 9; 10:1–5, 16–20; 25:10–14, 23). It should 

thus always be borne in mind that the entirety of the Levitical legislation is best understood as 

part of a narrative context.75 Leviticus is to be understood therefore as part of the journey of 

God’s people from Egypt to the promised land. The giving of the law, which delineated what it 

meant to be the people of God, a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation, was one of the salient 

events of this account.76 The entire period of the instruction in Leviticus took place over the 

period of one month (Exod 40:1, 17; Num 1:1). 

The book is marked by a beginning (1:1–2) and a conclusion (26:45), with the last chapter 

functioning as an appendix that contains a closing formula for the entire Mosaic legislation 

(27:34). The major division should be viewed as occurring after Leviticus 16, which addresses 

the Day of Atonement. Leviticus 1–16 deals with the role of the priest and the execution of the 

sacrificial system, while Leviticus 17–27 addresses the requirements of holiness for the Israelite 

people. Leviticus 1–16 contains instruction on the way of access to God, and Leviticus 17–27 

emphasizes the way of living for God.78 Put differently, the main concern of Leviticus 1–16 is 

the continuance of the presence of God in the midst of the sinful nation, while Leviticus 17–27 

records the effect of the presence of God upon the congregation. Consequently, the abiding 

presence of God in the midst of the nation spans the entire contents of the Book of Leviticus. 

This progression of moving from doctrine to practice is evident in the macrostructure of other 

biblical books, particularly in the New Testament: 
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Doctrine   Application 

Leviticus 1–16  Leviticus 17–27 

Romans 1–11  Romans 12–16 

Ephesians 1–3  Ephesians 4–6 

It may be argued that chaps. 1–16 correspond to the dictum “Love the LORD your God with 

all your heart” (Deut 6:5), while the rest of the book, Leviticus 17–27, is summarized by the 

statement found within the section, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (19:18). In this regard the 

content of Leviticus mirrors the Ten Commandments, where the first four commandments 

address the believer’s relationship to God and the last six commandments prescribe the 

believer’s responsibility to his fellow man. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 39–43. 
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THE VISION OF LEVITICUS 

There are three foci of the Garden of Eden that form the vision of Leviticus. 

Eden as Background 

What I’d like to talk about in this segment is the vision that Leviticus gives us. We don’t 

often associate the word “vision” with the book of Leviticus, but properly understood, Leviticus 

casts a vision for the people of God to return to the Lord’s purposes in creation. So, let me begin 

this by talking about Eden. When you look at Gen 1 and 2, what you’ll see is that in Eden there 

are at least three different foci that the Lord has: separation, blessing, and calling. In Leviticus 

you see these same things. 

Separation 

Separation. As you read through Gen 1, there is this Hebrew word that keeps recurring. It’s 

the word ִהְבִדיל (hivdil), and it’s the word used to describe separating things, putting them into 

distinct places. In Genesis 1 the Lord is the one who is separating things into their proper place 

in order to bring order to the world. 

Again, this Hebrew word ִהְבִדיל (hivdil) occurs several times in the book of Leviticus. The 

Lord is separating the Israelites from the nations. The Israelites are to make distinctions—to 

separate between clean and unclean. They are in a sense imitating the Creator in what they’re 

doing. 

Blessing 

A second theme you see is that of blessing [ַרְך  barak]. The Lord blesses Adam and Eve. He/בָּ

puts them in a fruitful, lush garden. There’s Sabbath rest, and He walks with them. The Hebrew 

word here is ִמְתַהלְֵּך (mithhallekh). It’s not a word that occurs very often in this exact form, but 

it’s the word used to describe God “walking” in the garden. 

Blessing. The Lord promises (especially in Lev 26) His people blessings of fruitfulness living 

in this land that’s flowing with milk and honey and giving them Sabbath rest; and again, in Lev 

26, we get this Hebrew term ִהְתַהלְֵּך (hithhallek)—that God, coming into the tabernacle, is going 

to walk among them. 

Calling 

So, you’ve got separation. You’ve got blessing. You’ve also got calling. When Genesis 1 

says that we’re created in the image of God, what that means is that we’re created to reflect His 

character into the world so that when the Lord says, “You’re in my image; now be fruitful and 

fill the earth,” His vision here for humanity—His calling—is that you and I, as those in His 

image, reflect His goodness, His justice, His mercy, and His love into all the world so that all the 

world is filled with the glory and goodness of God, to His glory and for our blessing. 

And finally, of course, calling. The Lord has called Israel to be this kingdom of priests and 

holy nation, which means He set them apart in order to reflect His character into the world. In 

Leviticus 19:2 He says, “Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.” In other words, the 

Israelites are to function as this signpost back to Eden and a manifestation of it, spreading its 

borders to all the earth. 
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Summarizing the Book’s Vision 

You could summarize it this way. Leviticus answers not only questions of immediate 

context. We spoke of that lest segment: “How can we live with this holy God in our midst?” 

Leviticus helps with that. It also casts this vision, a vision rooted in God’s purposes for humanity 

to walk with Him, to enjoy His care and blessing, and to reflect His character and extend His 

kingdom in all the earth. 

If that sounds familiar, it should, and not just because of Gen 1 and 2. This is the very thing 

that Jesus teaches us to pray: “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in 

heaven!” In the OT or NT, the Lord always calls His people to pray for, to embody, and to 

extend His kingdom in this earth, both for His glory and for their blessing. And we do that as we 

reflect His goodness, His justice, His mercy, His peace, and His love. 

A Better Title 

A better title, then, for Leviticus might be not “Leviticus.” It’s an okay title; it comes from 

the ancient Greek translation, which means “pertaining to the Levites.” That’s partly true, but the 

book’s not just about Levites. It’s part of this grand narrative in which the God of the universe, 

who’s created you and created me to walk with Him and to know Him and to reflect His good, 

holy, just, loving, merciful character into the world for His glory and for our good—that’s what 

Leviticus is about. And so a better title might be something like “How to Live as the Holy, 

Priestly Kingdom of the Holy and Heavenly King for His Glory and for the World’s Good.” That 

title would be much too long, of course, to use in our Bibles, but it captures what Leviticus is 

about: God’s call to reflect His good, holy character as “far as the curse is found.” 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning Eden as “Temple,” 

the cosmic garden and mountain imagery in the Old Testament, and the garden of God. 

The Garden as “Temple” 

The portrayal of creation in Gen 1–3 can be seen as utilizing imagery and symbolism 

associated with the tabernacle and temple. Several reasons for this exist in relation to creation, as 

well as the creation of the garden itself. Many ancient writers understood the entire universe to 

be God’s temple. Isaiah 66:1 (ESV) states, “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool, 

what is the house that you would build for me? And what is the place of my rest?” The point here 

is not that God has no need for a temple, but that all of creation is truly God’s temple (compare 

Philo, On the Special Laws 1.66; Josephus, Jewish War 4.3.7). Because of this association, the 

temple was often understood as the microcosm of creation (Levenson, “The Temple and the 

World,” 285; Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 123). The relationship between the temple 

and creation is further reflected in the relationship between the garden of Eden and creation; 

pointing to the garden of Eden as the prototypical temple. 

The identification of the garden of Eden as the first temple can be seen through its physical 

descriptions. The garden of Eden is oriented eastward (Gen 2:8), just as the tabernacle and the 

temple are (Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 86). Rivers are described as flowing out of the future 
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Jerusalem temple (Ezek 47:1–12; Zech 14:8), which reflects the description of the garden in Gen 

2:10–14 (Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 74). 

An Akkadian ritual records the command to sprinkle a temple with water from the Tigris and 

the Euphrates for purification, which might further reflect cultic assumptions regarding these 

rivers (ANET, 338–84). Gold and onyx, mentioned in Gen 2:11–12, are used extensively to 

decorate the sanctuaries and priestly garments in Exod 25:7, 11, 17, 31 (Alexander, From Eden 

to the New Jerusalem, 23). 

This connection can also be seen through the activities that take place in the garden. In 

Genesis 2:15, Adam is commissioned to “work/serve” (עבד, 'bd) and “keep/guard” (שמר, shmr) 

the garden. These terms, when used elsewhere in the Pentateuch, are associated with the 

tabernacle (Num 3:7–8; 8:26; 18:5–6; see Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 67). Furthermore, God 

“walked” with Adam and Eve in the garden (Gen 3:8), which elsewhere refers to God’s presence 

within the tabernacle (Lev 26:12; Deut 23:15; 2 Sam 7:6–7; see Beale, The Temple and the 

Church’s Mission, 66). 

The frequent usage of cherubim imagery in the tabernacle and the temple (Exod 25:18–22; 

26:31; 1 Kgs 6:23–29) may reflect the original cherub placed east of the garden after Adam and 

Eve fell (Gen 3:24; see Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 86). Furthermore, the fact that the cherub was to 

“guard” the entrance to the garden suggests that Adam’s “guarding” was also protecting sacred 

space (Dumbrell, The Faith of Israel, 20; Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 70). 

Walton suggests that another echo of Eden could be the menorah outside the holy of holies, 

which was designed after the tree of life (Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 125). 

Subsequent Jewish tradition also understood the garden of Eden as the holy of holies (Jubilees 

8:19). 

Other parallels with ancient Near Eastern literature corroborate the theme of temple imagery 

through the theme of rest. In fact, the temple was understood to function principally as a place of 

rest for the deity (Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 196). In the Akkadian epic Enûma 

Eliš, the hero Marduk defeats the chaotic waters—called Tiamat—cumulating in the building of 

a temple within the newly created realm. This temple is called a “place of comfort and rest” 

(Enûma Eliš, VI: 48–75). In the Ugaritic Baal Myth, the dwelling of the high god ‘Ilu is upon a 

mountain (The Ba’lu Myth 1.iii). Similarly, Eden is also described as a “mountain” in Ezek 

28:13–14, which is significant given the association of mountains with temples throughout 

ancient Near East sources. 

In light of all these parallels, it is possible to suppose that the garden of Eden was understood 

to be the archetypal temple of God. “Genesis 2 is not trying to develop the idea that Eden is the 

place of God’s presence, or the holy of holies of the cosmic temple. Those are givens that are 

simply assumed by author and audience” (Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 125). 

D. A. Neal & John Anthony Dunne, “Eden, Garden of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham 

Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

Cosmic Garden and Mountain Imagery in the Old Testament 

ANCIENT NEAR EAST USAGE OF COSMIC GARDEN AND MOUNTAIN IMAGERY. 

People in the ancient Near East believed that the gods lived in lush gardens or mountains, as both 

settings reflected luxury and remoteness—qualities associated with the gods. Gardens and 

mountains also contrasted with typical living conditions. Most people in the ancient Near East 
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lived in arid climates and relied on what they grew or gathered for food. But, in their view, 

gardens—where the gods lived—had an abundance of water and a wide range of fresh vegetation 

for food, shade, and beauty. 

People in the ancient Near East thought of mountains as divine abodes because they were 

extremely remote. They rarely ascended mountains unless required by the grazing cycles of their 

livestock; hence, mountain dwellings allowed gods to remain separate from humanity. This 

perception was so widespread that people in areas without natural mountains (such as 

Mesopotamia or Egypt) created artificial ones. For example, in Mesopotamia, the human-made 

ziggurat was a mountain-temple where the gods met humanity. 

Mountains were also associated with creation. For example, Egyptians believed that the 

creator god, Atum, lived in a watery abyss—“the Nun”—prior to creation. At creation, Atum 

rose from the abyss on a primeval mound. The pyramids commemorate the rise of the first 

mound out of the watery abyss. The single-story temples that replaced pyramids maintained this 

mound concept: they were built with a slight incline. As worshipers moved toward the holy place 

at the heart of the temple, they would pass through columned halls decorated with various plants 

found in the Nile. In effect, worshipers imitated traveling up a mound that rose from the waters 

as they moved through the temple. The high point of the mound-incline was believed to be the 

home of the deity. 

In addition to places of residence, the temples were also understood to be places where 

worshipers offered sacrifices and made petitions—and where deities issued cosmic decrees. 

People in the ancient Near East believed that temples were the headquarters where the gods 

maintained cosmic order and dispensed their will. Since ancient Semitic people believed their 

gods lived in tents on sacred mountains, mountains were also considered temples that marked the 

center of the cosmos. 

The cosmic garden and mountain imagery of the Old Testament reflects wider beliefs of the 

ancient Near East. A close parallel can be found in ancient texts from Ugarit, a city-state of 

ancient Syria. In the text, Ugarit’s high god, El, lives on a mountain with a lush garden. The 

mountain is situated at the “source of the two rivers,” amid “the fountains of the double-deep.” 

El and his divine council (or “heavenly host”) assemble on the cosmic mountain—the place 

where heaven and earth meet—and issue divine decrees from the “tents of El” or “tabernacle” 

(KTU 1.1.III:23; 1.2.III:5). El’s coregent, Baal, has his own divine mountain abode and temple-

house. His meeting place is the “heights of Tsaphanu,” and his palace is “a house of the clearness 

of lapis lazuli” with a courtyard of “paved bricks.” 

OLD TESTAMENT USAGE OF COSMIC GARDEN AND MOUNTAIN IMAGERY. The 

Old Testament uses all of these descriptive terms for the dwelling place and temple of Yahweh, 

the God of Israel: Yahweh dwells on mountains (Sinai or Zion; e.g., Exod 34:26; 1 Kgs 8:10; Psa 

48:1–2); the Jerusalem temple is located in the “mount of assembly” (Isa 14:13; Psa 82:1); 

Mount Zion is described as a watery habitation (Isa 33:20–22; Ezek 47:1–12; Zech 14:8; Joel 

3:18; compare Heb 4:18). In Ezekiel, Eden is referred to as both a garden and a mountain: 

Ezekiel 28:13–16 equates the “holy mountain of God” with Eden, the “garden of God”; Eden 

appears in Ezekiel 28:2 as the “seat of the gods,” the place where Yahweh runs the cosmos with 

His heavenly host (compare 1 Kgs 22:19–23). In Genesis, Eden—a lush, well-watered garden 

(Gen 2:6–15)—is where Yahweh first announces His will for humans, likely to the heavenly host 

(Gen 1:26; 3:14–19, 22–24). 
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These motifs also appear in descriptions of Mount Sinai and the wilderness wanderings of 

Israel. God dispenses His laws for Israel from Mount Sinai—the “mountain of God.” These laws 

are then dispersed by angels—the heavenly host (Acts 7:38, 53; Gal 3:19; Heb 2:2; compare 

Deut 33:2). When Moses, Aaron, and 70 of the elders ascend Mount Sinai at God’s command, 

they see Yahweh and feast with Him (Exod 24:9–11). Later, Yahweh moves from Sinai to dwell 

with His people in the tabernacle tent (Exod 25–40). He also meets with Moses in the tent of 

meeting (e.g., Exod 33:9–11). The internal tabernacle tent structure is later moved to the temple, 

leading to the description of the temple on Mount Zion as Yahweh’s tent (Isa 33:20; Psa 26:8; 

74:7; 1 Chr 9:23). 

Both the tabernacle and the temple preserved the garden and mountain imagery. If God 

dwelled in the holy of holies, the area outside the holy of holies represented the garden of Eden. 

The curtains of this internal structure were decorated with cherubim (Exod 26:1; compare Exod 

25:17–22), as was the veil separating the holy of holies (most holy place) from the rest of the 

holy place (Exod 26:31). The cherubim guarded the way to the divine presence as they did in 

Eden (Gen 3:24). Outside the veil stood the golden lampstand—the menorah—which represented 

the tree of life (see Exod 25:31–40). The lampstand—composed of a central shaft or “trunk” with 

six branches on either side—resembled a tree, and was covered with almond blossoms, a symbol 

of life and its renewal (see Jer 1:11–12; 31:26–27; Psa 127:1; Prov 8:34; compare Eccl 12:5). 

The temple in Jerusalem also had numerous carvings of lush plant life and cherubim (1 Kgs 7). 

Michael S. Heiser, “Cosmic Garden and Mountain Imagery in the Old Testament,” in 

Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016). 

Garden of God (Place) [Heb gan-ʾĕlōhı̂m (ן־ֱאֹלִהים  [(גַּ

A phrase occurring only in Ezek 28:13 and 31:8–9. The similar phrase gan-yhwh, “garden of 

Yahweh,” appears in similies in Gen 13:10 and Isa 51:3. Both phrases indicate a place of great 

luxury. However, the notion of a divine garden is not restricted to biblical material. References 

are found throughout ANE literature. 

Descriptions of the gardens in ANE literature mention springs, trees possessing divine 

attributes, and the overall beauty and fertility of the place. The trees on “the cedar mountain, the 

dwelling of the gods” mentioned in the Gilgamesh Epic, are said to be luxuriant (V.i. 1–9, 

Assyrian version; ANET, 82). No mortal is intended to enter there. In the biblical material, Ezek 

31:2–18 compares Pharaoh to a great tree. Verse 9b states that “all the trees of Eden which are in 

the garden of God” became jealous of the tree which represented Pharaoh. From further 

description it becomes evident that this tree grows in the divine enclosure. 

The divine garden is often the source of life-giving waters that refresh the earth. The land of 

Dilmun, the most celebrated example of the garden of the gods in Mesopotamian literature, is 

described in the Sumerian myth called Enki and Ninhursag. The land is watered by the “waters 

of abundance” from the earth which gush forth to fertilize the land (lines 55–64; ANET, 38). In 

Ugaritic myth, the high god El dwells “at the sources of the (two) rivers, in the midst of the 

(double) deep” (CTA 3.5.14–15, etc.). Ezek 47:1–12, Zech 14:1–21, and Joel 4:16–18 all picture 

life-giving water rushing forth from the sanctuary on Mt. Zion. In the Ezekiel text this water 

fertilizes even the area of the Dead Sea. Every creature that comes to the stream lives, and its fish 

are prolific (vv 9–10). Ezekiel is shown two great trees (or forests) growing on its banks (v 7). 

Of course, the main feature of the garden of God theme is the presence of the deity. The 

divine council meets there and decrees of cosmic importance are issued. El’s dwelling is also 
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called the pḫr mʿd, “appointed assembly” (CTA 2.1.19–21). It is to this place that Yamm sends 

messengers demanding the surrender of Baal (lines 36–38). Also, both Anat and Asherah go to 

El’s dwelling to seek permission for the building of a temple for Baal (CTA 3.5.12–17, 4.4.20–

24). In Ezek 28:14 the presence of lesser deities in the garden may be reflected in the reference 

to the “protecting cherub” and to the “fiery stones.” 

Finally, the divine garden is the site where the sexual union of the deities occurs. The 

marriage of Enki and Ninhursag takes place in Dilmun (Enki and Ninhursag, lines 8, 11, and 

possibly 65–68, 75; see ANET, 38–39). In the Ugaritic Baal cycle, El anticipates some sexual 

activity on the occasion of a visit from his consort Asherah, only to discover that she has come 

for other reasons (CTA 4.4.31–39). 

The description of the garden of Eden in Gen 2:4b–3:24 contains many of these motifs. 

These include the unmediated presence of the deity, the issuing of divine decrees (3:14–19, 22–

24), the source of the subterranean life-giving waters which supply the earth (2:6, 10–14), 

abundant fertility, and trees of supernatural qualities and great beauty (2:9). Eden should not be 

understood as a garden planted strictly for the habitation of humans. It is essentially Yahweh’s 

garden which humans were invited to enjoy and cultivate. The narrative is therefore concerned 

with the issue of humankind entering and dwelling within the presence of deity. 

Howard N. Wallace, “Garden of God (Place),” ed. David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Yale 

Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 906–907. 
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Chapter 2  
Theological Themes 

OVERARCHING PICTURE: PART 1 

Covenant King and His People 

I want to give you an overarching picture for understanding the book of Leviticus. It would 

be this: the covenant King in the midst of His covenant kingdom people. To understand Leviticus 

well, we have to keep this picture in mind: It’s the story of a heavenly King (the Lord) who 

makes a covenant with a people (the Israelites) and comes to dwell in their midst. If we can keep 

that picture in mind, it’s really going to help us with the book of Leviticus. 

Let me show you at least three different ways that we can see this picture—this picture of a 

covenant King dwelling in the midst of His covenant people. 

The Tabernacle 

The first is simply by looking at the tabernacle in which the Lord dwells in Leviticus. The 

tabernacle functions like the royal palace-tent of the heavenly king, and so, like a palace, it’s 

made of precious materials—gold and silver and expensive fabrics. Like a palace, it has a throne 

room, the holy of holies, the Most Holy Place, where the Lord sits enthroned as King over the 

ark, which serves as His footstool; and several different texts describe it that way (2 Sam 6:2; 1 

Chr 28:2). The tabernacle also has servants in special uniforms just like a palace does; except 

here, the servants are known as priests. And finally, it is to this palace that the Israelites will 

come in Leviticus, bringing their tribute, the sacrifices, to present before the heavenly King who 

dwells in their midst. So, the tabernacle shows us that we’ve got this image here—this metaphor 

going on in Leviticus—of a King dwelling in the midst of His people. 

The Laws 

A second way you see the picture of this heavenly King here in His palace among His people 

is that He gives His people laws. Almost every set of laws in Leviticus begins with “Then the 

LORD spoke to Moses, saying.…” A phrase like that occurs over thirty times in the book of 

Leviticus. And that is significant because in the ancient Near East—that is to say, in the time and 

geographical region in which the Israelites were living—it was kings who gave and oversaw the 

laws of the land. In fact, what you have here, at the very beginning of Leviticus, is the Lord 

summoning Moses to the Lord’s royal palace-tent, the tabernacle, just like a king summoning a 

servant to a palace in order to receive instruction. So, you can compare Lev 1:1 with a verse like 

1 Kgs 1:28 or 32. 

The Covenant 

And that leads to the third way that we see this picture of a heavenly king dwelling in the 

midst of His people. The laws that are given to Moses are part of a covenant. The Lord had just 

entered into covenant relationship with Israel in Exod 20–24. And again, what’s significant is 

that in the ancient Near East, covenants had different stipulations (or laws) and usually ended 

with blessings and curses. Leviticus is part of those covenant stipulations, and so it’s no surprise, 

right near the end of Leviticus, that you get blessings and curses in chapter 26. 
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Why that matters is that in the ancient Near East, there were different types of covenants. 

One was known as a suzerain-vassal covenant, or more simply, a king-servant covenant. In that 

type of covenant, you only entered into a king-servant covenant with one type of king—unless, 

that is, you liked to live dangerously. 

The point here is that Israel, entering into this covenant relationship with the Lord—and it’s 

clearly a king-servant covenant, with the laws of Leviticus functioning as the laws of that king-

servant covenant—what that means for Israel is that they’re to have no other gods. The Lord is 

their heavenly King, He’s dwelling in their midst, and He’s worthy of their absolute loyalty. 

Summary 

You could summarize it this way: Leviticus is telling the story of the Lord, the covenant 

King of Israel, who’s dwelling in the midst of His covenant people, giving them covenant laws 

so that they might know how to live as faithful members and citizens of His kingdom, and in this 

way showing all the world the glories of this King and of His Kingdom. That’s what the book of 

Leviticus is about. And if you can keep that picture in mind of this holy covenant King, in the 

midst of His holy covenant people, who are reflecting His kingdom into the world, you’ll 

understand the book really well. 

 

Suggested Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning various themes in 

Leviticus, understanding covenants, and understanding the Tabernacle. 

Themes 

In Leviticus, holiness is not simply goodness; it refers to being dedicated to God and 

separated from ordinary things. As a result, much of Leviticus is about setting boundaries—such 

as the categories of “pure” and “impure.” God is holy and separate, yet He invites Israel into 

relationship. The inner chamber of the tabernacle provides an example of this: Because this 

sanctuary was God’s holy dwelling place, it was dangerous to enter (16:2). However, with an 

invitation from God, the high priest (representing all of Israel) could enter into God’s holy 

presence and make atonement—signifying that the people are now right before God. 

Leviticus contains regulations for Israel for worship and ethics. But it also sets the stage for 

some of the most important theological developments of the Bible: sacrifice, priesthood, and 

maintaining a right relationship with God Himself. Building on the words of the prophets, the 

New Testament articulates Jesus’ death on the cross as an atonement for all of humanity’s 

wrongdoings. This act makes it possible for all believers in Jesus to act as priests ministering to 

one another—because Jesus Himself intercedes today for us as our great high priest in heaven (1 

Pet 2:5; Heb 4:14–16). 

John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016). 

Covenant (ִרית  (berith; διαθήκη, diathēkē ,בְּ

A sacred kinship bond between two parties, ratified by swearing an oath. Covenant making 

was a widespread custom throughout the ancient Near East and Graeco-Roman culture, serving 

as a means to forge sociopolitical bonds between individuals or groups. God’s covenants are 
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prominent in every period of salvation history. Divine covenants reveal the saving plan of God 

for establishing communion with Israel and the nations, ultimately fulfilled by the death and 

resurrection of Christ. 

An inadequate rendering of “covenant” as “testament” may obscure the theological meaning 

of the division of salvation history—and the biblical canon—into the old and new covenants. 

Covenant language is more prominent in the Old Testament, which reflects its futuristic 

character as “a story in search of an ending.” The language of divine kinship (e.g., “father,” 

“son”) emerges in the New Testament, because Christ’s fulfillment of the Old Covenant forges 

familial bonds of divine communion with all humanity. 

COVENANT DEFINED. The proper definition of “covenant” is debated. Since the 19th century, 

German scholarship tends to define “covenant” in strictly legal terms, thereby reducing it to a 

synonym for “law” or “obligation.” While covenants invariably contain laws, a growing number 

of scholars recognize the priority of covenant relations over legal obligations. The 20th century 

saw the emergence of a virtual consensus among Protestant (F.M. Cross, G.P. Hugenberger), 

Catholic (D.J. McCarthy, P. Kalluveettil), and Jewish (M. Weinfeld, D.N. Freedman) biblical 

scholars, who see that covenants in antiquity represent sealing sacred kinship bonds between two 

parties by means of both legal sanction and liturgical rite. As Harvard professor F.M. Cross 

explains, covenant “is … a widespread legal means by which the duties and privileges of kinship 

may be extended to another individual or group, including aliens.” Covenants are sealed by oath-

swearing, and the resultant familial bonds are ratified with the celebration of cultic rites and the 

regulation of legal conditions and obligations. 

Covenant and Contract Distinguished 

Contracts and covenants differ in a few areas. In terms of initiation, contracts are made by the 

exchange of promises, whereas covenants are sworn by solemn oaths. In application, contracts 

are limited by the terms of the exchange of property (“this is yours, that is mine”), while 

covenants involve an exchange of life (“I am yours, you are mine”), which covers a virtually 

unlimited range of human relations and duties. In terms of motivation, contracts are based on 

profit and self-interest, while covenants call for self-giving loyalty and sacrificial love. Contracts 

are temporary while covenant bonds are permanent, even intergenerational. Such distinctions do 

not imply that covenants are necessarily opposed to contracts, since covenants call for both 

promise-making and oath-swearing (Heb 6:13–18). A contract is an arrangement in human 

affairs that may be reinforced by swearing a covenant, in order to add the more binding 

dimension of the divine. 

COVENANT AND OATH: BLESSING AND CURSE. Scripture and ancient Near Eastern texts 

present varied ways for solemnizing covenants. In most cases, the act of making a covenant 

involves oath-swearing by one or both of the parties (Gen 21:31–32; 22:16; 26:28; Josh 9:15; 

Ezek 16:59, 17:13–19). By invoking the divine name, the swearer calls upon God (or the gods) 

to enforce the covenant, with either a blessing for obedience or a curse for rebellion. 

A covenant oath is solemnly sworn and then ritually enacted. Ancient Near Eastern texts 

offer many examples of such sworn oath rituals, like the one presented in an Assyrian text (754 

BC): “This head is not the head of a lamb, it is the head of Mati’ilu [the covenant-maker]. If 

Mati’ilu sins against this covenant, so may, just as the head of this spring lamb is torn off … the 

head of Mati’ilu be torn off” (ANET, 532). Similar covenant oath rituals of self-malediction are 

attested in scripture (Gen 15:7–21), where Abram cuts the animals in half for the Lord to pass 

between the pieces (see Jer 34:18). Other kinds of self-maledictory rituals are also found in 
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scripture, such as animal sacrifice and the sprinkling of blood (Exod 24:8; Psa 50:5), which seem 

to convey a similar message: “May our blood be shed as the blood of these victims.” G.P. 

Hugenberger, M.G. Kline and others argue that the symbolic meaning of circumcision is 

probably self-maledictory (Gen 17:10; i.e. “whoever violates this covenant will—like this 

foreskin—be cut off”). Traces of covenant oath swearing and conditional self-malediction also 

appear in New Covenant ritual acts: baptism and the Eucharist (Mark 10:38; 1 Cor 11:27–32). 

Indeed, the description of baptism as “an appeal to God for a clear conscience” (1 Pet 3:21) 

implies that baptism was understood very early in terms of a covenant oath. 

Alternatively, a number of biblical texts offer examples of covenant oath rituals that signify 

the opposite of malediction (i.e., benediction), which reflect the positive aspect of sharing sacred 

kinship bonds. For instance, the covenant-making parties may share a common meal to confirm 

their new familial fellowship (Gen 26:30; 31:54; Exod 24:11; Josh 9:14–15; Luke 22:14–23). 

Likewise, the common use of kinship terms (“brother,” 1 Kgs 20:32–34; “father and son,” Pss 

2:7; 89:26–28; 2 Sam 7:14; Luke 22:29), and the exchange of gifts or clothing (Gen 21:27; 1 

Sam 18:3) also express familial solidarity. The new covenant is ratified at the Last Supper (Luke 

22:20) with the institution of the Eucharist, when the disciples share a sacrificial meal with Jesus 

like the one Moses and the elders of Israel shared with God at Sinai (Exod 24:11). Indeed, Jesus’ 

solemn declaration, “This is my blood of the covenant” (Matt 26:28), echoes the words of Moses 

while sprinkling the blood of the sacrificial animals to ratify the covenant at Mount Sinai (Exod 

24:8). Thus, the Eucharist is the sacrifice and family meal of the new covenant (Luke 22:14–29; 

1 Cor 10:16–17; 11:23–25). 

COVENANT AND FAMILY: RELATIONS, OBLIGATIONS, CONSECRATIONS. Three 

distinctive and interrelated dimensions of covenants in Scripture and the ancient Near East can 

be identified: relations, obligations, and consecrations. Covenants are familial bonds that are 

legally sanctioned and liturgically ritualized. All three aspects appear in the covenant ceremony 

at Sinai (Exod 24:3–11). The familial bond is illustrated by the shared meal (24:9–11); the legal 

sanctions are reflected in Israel’s sworn oath (24:7–8); the liturgical ritual is enacted at the altar 

of sacrifice (24:4–5). Thus, covenants give rise to familial relations and their attendant legal 

obligations, which are divinely consecrated in ritual. 

Covenant Types: Kinship, Treaty, Grant 

Covenants may be classified according to which party swears the oath that ratifies the 

covenant. When both parties swear, a “kinship” (or “parity”) covenant results. This type of 

covenant is classified as “kinship” on account of the mutual pledge sworn by both parties rather 

than a unilateral obligation sworn by one party to another. In a kinship covenant, both parties 

jointly pledge themselves to each other, resulting in a bond with reciprocal responsibilities. 

Scripture offers many examples of kinship covenants (Gen 26:30; 31:54; Exod 24:11), which 

typically include a family meal in the covenant ritual. 

When a subordinate party alone swears the covenant oath, the result is a “vassal” covenant. 

In such a situation, the superior party imposes a unilaterally sworn covenant oath upon the 

inferior, frequently with a ritual of self-malediction. Ancient Near Eastern examples of this 

covenant include the famous Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon (king of Assyria, 681–669 BC), who 

imposed covenant loyalty oaths on rebellious vassals to guarantee their acceptance of his heir, 

Ashurbanipal. Biblical examples of the vassal covenant include the covenant of circumcision 

(Gen 17), where Abraham alone performs the ritual, along with the Deuteronomic covenant, 

where Israel alone swears an oath of self-malediction (Deut 27:11–26; Josh 8:30–35). 
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When the superior party alone swears the oath, a “grant” covenant results. Various grant 

covenants are found in ancient Near Eastern sources, in which suzerains reward the loyal service 

of vassals by swearing a covenant oath, granting them royal lands (or offices) in perpetuity. In 

such a covenant, the superior party unilaterally binds himself to bless the inferior for heroic 

deeds of loyal service. Biblical examples include God’s sworn covenant oath with Abraham and 

Isaac on the occasion of the Aqedah (Gen 22:15–18; Luke 1:72–73; Heb 6–7), and with David 

and Solomon (Pss 89:3–37; 110:4; 132:1–11) 

SECULAR COVENANTS IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST AND SACRED SCRIPTURE. 

The majority of covenants in Scripture and the ancient Near East are called “secular”—these are 

made between human parties, apart from divine interventions. 

Ancient Near Eastern archaeology has uncovered many such “secular” covenant texts. Two 

of the larger collections are the Hittite Covenant Treaties and the previously mentioned Vassal 

Treaties of Esarhaddon. The Hittite Treaties date from the second millennium BC, and involve 

covenants made by the King of Hatti (modern Turkey) with rulers of surrounding people groups. 

The treaty texts of these covenants followed a formal pattern, nearly identical to the structure of 

Deuteronomy: 

I. Title and Preamble (compare Deut 1:1–5) 

II. Historical Prologue (Deut 1–3) 

III. General Stipulations (Deut 5) 

IV. Specific Stipulations (Deut 6–11; 12–26) 

V. Dual Sanctions: Blessings and Curses (Deut 27–28) 

VI. Instructions for the Storage and Reading of the Covenant Document (Deut 31:9–13) 

VII. Invocation of Witnesses (Deut 31:14–29) 

Many form-critical scholars note the remarkable parallels between Deuteronomy and the 

Hittite treaties (M.G. Kline; K. Kitchen; J. Berman), and argue for an earlier dating of 

Deuteronomy (second millennium BC). Neo-Assyrian treaties from the first millennium BC 

diverge sharply from this formal pattern. The Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon (eighth century 

BC), for example, omit several elements, most notably the Historical Prologue and the Blessings. 

A number of secular covenants between two human parties are recorded in the Bible: 

between Abraham and Abimelech (Gen 21:22–33), Isaac and Abimelech (Gen 26:26–33), Jacob 

and Laban (Gen 31:43–54), the Israelites and Gibeonites (Josh 9:15), David and Jonathan (1 Sam 

18:1–4; 20:8), Ahab and Ben-Hadad (1 Kgs 20:32–34), Jehoiada and the palace guards (2 Kgs 

11:4) and others. These “secular” covenants testify to the widespread use of covenants to extend 

sacred kinship bonds in ancient society. Even these secular covenants forged bonds of sacred 

kinship that could not be broken without triggering curses, even when covenants were 

established under false pretense or duress (Josh 9:19; Ezek 17:11–21). 

Scott Hahn, “Covenant,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, 

WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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Tabernacle 

A tent the Israelites constructed during their wilderness wanderings. The place where God 

dwelt among the Israelites (Exod 25:8–9). The tabernacle is significant for the Israelites’ 

religious system and society (Spero, “From Tabernacle (Mishkan) and Temple (Mikdash) to 

Synagogue (Bet Keneset),” 67). 

In the book of Exodus, the tabernacle is referred to as ד ֹאֶהל מֹועֵּ  (ohel mo'ed) (tent of meeting) 

or ן  .(the tent/dwelling) (hammishkan) ַהִמְשכָּ

The tabernacle reflects the Israelites’ religious system and principle of their faith, and 

reached its culmination in Solomon’s temple. God’s covenant with the Israelites was manifested 

through the tabernacle and the temple. Tabernacle traditions show God’s indwelling and 

transcendence. These views complement each other, demonstrating that God, who is inaccessible 

and transcendent, has made Himself available to His people (Eichrodt, Theology of the Old 

Testament, 124–26; 425). 

Timothy Hyun, “Tabernacle,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 

(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

Media: 

See the videos below regarding the Tabernacle by pressing Ctrl + Click on the links below, or by 

copying the links below into a web browser: 

Animated Tour of the Tabernacle: 

https://media.faithlife.com/logos-media/732163-30033090-- 

The Story of the Tabernacle: 

https://media.faithlife.com/logos-media/1220678-18152731-- 

 

https://media.faithlife.com/logos-media/732163-30033090--
https://media.faithlife.com/logos-media/1220678-18152731--
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OVERARCHING PICTURE: PART 2 

Introduction 

If we can remember that Leviticus is about a covenant King (the Lord) who has come to 

dwell in the midst of His covenant people (Israel), we really will be greatly helped reading some 

difficulties in Leviticus better. Let me illustrate this for you in just three different ways, among 

many others that we could choose from. 

Impersonal Law? 

Here’s the first way. Leviticus is mostly law; and for many of us, we see law as something 

that’s very impersonal. It’s this list of dos and don’ts. But once we remember that Leviticus is 

the story of this covenant law-giving King who has redeemed His people and come to dwell in 

their midst, all of a sudden we can begin to see these laws not just as a list of rules of dos and 

don’ts but, rather, as the instruction of a loving King who’s come to dwell in the midst of His 

covenant people and who gives them His laws, really, as a mercy helping them to know how to 

stay close to Him, how to walk in His paths, and how to carry out His mission of being this 

kingdom of priests and holy nation extending His love, mercy, and justice into the world. 

Remember, if laws reflect the values of the lawgiver, the Israelites, by keeping these laws, would 

be showing the world who it is that the Lord Himself is. 

Severe Penalties? 

A second way that understanding this Leviticus as a story of this King coming to dwell in the 

midst of His people—a second way it helps is this: Why are some of the penalties in Leviticus so 

severe? For example, in Lev 24, one of the few stories in the book, we read the death penalty 

called for with this man who has blasphemed the name of the Lord. Why? 

In the ancient world, as in many societies today, the act of treason is a capital crime. If you 

try to undermine the king or rebel against him, you are trying to undermine his kingdom, and the 

penalty for it is death. That explains what happens here in the case of the blasphemer. He is 

committing nothing less than an act of treason against the King of kings, and thus he receives the 

penalty the treasonous deserve: death itself. You could even say that by choosing to blaspheme 

the King, he was knowingly taking his life into his own hands. 

Sacrificial Animals with No Blemishes? 

A third way this picture helps—this picture of a King in the midst of His people—helps us 

read Leviticus: Why did the Israelites have to bring sacrificial animals that have no blemishes? 

Several times, you’re reading through a text describing a sacrifice, and it will say, “Make sure 

that it is blameless” or “without blemish.” Why? Well, again, in the ancient world, to honor a 

king you could give him an animal from your flock or herd. But when you did so, you would 

never bring him a blemished animal because that animal was of less economic value. It would 

actually be a severe insult to the king to do so. 

You might remember, in Malachi 1, the people are being rebuked because they’re bringing 

these blemished animals. And the Lord says, in verse 8, “Present them to your governor. Would 

he be pleased with you?” And the obvious answer is “No, we’d never dream of doing that; that 

would say we thought very little of him.” The same is going on here in Leviticus as well. A 
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worthy king is worthy of your very best. And the Lord, of course, is the King worthy of the most 

honor. That’s why you brought Him an animal that was the one that honored Him the most. 

Those are just three reasons to help you see that once you understand Leviticus is the story of 

this covenant King who’s come to dwell in the midst of His covenant people, it really does help 

you to read the book much better. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning further details of 

covenants. 

Ancient Near Eastern Context 

While Meyers points to the unique nature of Israel’s covenant, notably to the idea of having a 

covenant with its deity and its monotheism (Meyers, Exodus, 151), the Ten Commandments 

share similarities with other ancient Near Eastern covenants and treaties. For example, the shift 

between first person and third person (Exod 20:7–12; Deut 5:11–16) is also demonstrated in 

ancient treaties such as “The Treaties between Hatti and Amurru” (cited in Baker, “Finger,” 3). 

Niehaus highlights parallels to ancient Near Eastern literature as well, including (Niehaus, God 

at Sinai, 81–141): 

• The idea of the god as suzerain over particular land areas 

• The vassal king as “chosen” by the sovereign 

• The god as having a covenant relationship with people 

• Theophanic introduction of covenant 

• Theophanic judgment for covenant violation 

Since Mendenhall’s work on the relation between Hittite suzerainty treaties and Israel’s 

covenant relationship to Yahweh (see Mendenhall, “Covenant Forms,” 58–60), additional 

parallels between the form of ancient Hittite treaties and the Decalogue (Ten Commandments) 

have been identified (see, e.g., Stuart, Exodus, 439; Wright, Deuteronomy, 2–3; Meyers, Exodus, 

148–50). The basic form, which is subject to variations, includes: 

1. Preamble— “I am Yahweh your God” (Deut 5:6a). 

2. Historical Prologue— “who brought you up out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” 

(Deut 5:6b). 

3. Stipulations—The commandments themselves. 

4. Deposition and Reading—The tablets were to be placed in the ark (Deut 10:2; 31:26) 

and read to the people regularly (Deut 31:9–13). 

5. Witnesses— “Exclusively deities” in ancient Near Eastern treaties (Meyers, Exodus, 

149). These are not present in the Bible, although “the heavens and the earth” do 

serve as witnesses in Deut 4:26; 30:19; 31:28. 

6. Blessings and Curses—Included in Deut 5:9–10, 11, 16, developed further in Deut 

28:1–13 and 28:15–68. 

7. Ratification—Often included a ceremony, such as the people’s verbal ratification 

(Exod 24:3, 7) together with the sacrificial rites (Exod 24:4–6, 8). Joshua 8:30–35 

served as ratification for the descendants of the exodus. Deuteronomy includes 16 

reminders that God “swore an oath” (ַבע  .('shava ,שָּ
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Matthew S. Beal, “Ten Commandments,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

Covenant Forms 

Two primary forms of covenant rooted in ancient Near Eastern culture are represented in the 

OT materials. The royal grant covenant known from Assyrian, Babylonian and Hittite sources 

has been used to identify the form and interpretation of the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants. 

The function of the royal grant was to bestow land or a house to a loyal vassal for past loyalties 

and extremely faithful service. As such, the royal grant was a reward. 

The second type of covenant found in the OT closely models the suzerainty covenants. First 

known from Hittite treaties dating as early as the Late Bronze Age (1400–1200 B.C.), this 

covenant type is present in several later periods as well. This wide range of usage means that 

while the form is helpful for understanding the function of the biblical material, it is not useful 

for dating covenants of this type. The suzerainty covenant is closely associated with the Mosaic 

covenant and, thus, the Decalogue. 

The suzerainty covenant was one between a superior and subordinate political powers. 

Treaties of this type have been found to contain many elements similar to those of the Mosaic 

covenant. (1) The treaty typically begins with a preamble, which gives the identity and title of 

the triumphant king, sometimes in detail and often opening with the phrase, “These are the words 

of …” (2) A historical prologue provides the foundation for the remainder of the covenant. It 

recounts the accomplishments of the king, especially those on behalf of the vassal. It may 

describe the past relationship between the two parties, likely emphasizing acts of benevolence by 

the suzerain for the vassal. It often reveals that the suzerain is responsible for placing the vassal 

power on the throne. (3) The stipulations spell out the obligations of the vassal to the suzerain. 

The content of these stipulations varies widely but is frequently meticulous in terms of military 

obligations. For instance, the vassal may not enter alliances with other independent kings and 

must be a friend to the suzerain’s friends and an enemy to his enemies. The vassal must answer 

any summons by the suzerain for military forces. The stipulations also define the treatment of 

refugees and war booty. Some of the more humorous prohibitions include “murmuring 

unfriendly words” against the suzerain. Last but not least, a stipulated tribute is imposed. (4) 

After the stipulations, provision is made for the deposit of the covenant agreement in a “sacred” 

place. Periodic public reading of the covenant is required. The covenant is usually placed in the 

sanctuary of the vassal’s temple and is read from once to four times yearly in a covenant-renewal 

ceremony. (5) Witnesses are then called to verify the implementation of the treaty. These are 

usually the respective gods of the groups involved. At times they include the features of the 

natural world, such as rivers or springs. (6) This is followed by blessings and curses that signify 

the good and the bad things that are to happen, according to the loyalty or lack of loyalty by the 

vassal to the suzerain. (7) Sometimes an oath or description of a ratification ceremony is 

included in the covenant, as is a binding symbol, such as a slaughtered animal. The latter 

represents what will happen to the vassal if the oath is broken. 

Against this background, certain similarities with the Decalogue have been proposed. (1) The 

preamble finds a parallel in God’s statement, “I am Yahweh your God.” (2) The historical 

prologue, recounting the suzerain’s deeds on behalf of the vassal, is contained in the phrase “who 

brought you out of Egypt.” (3) The stipulations, or the terms of the covenant, are the principles 

contained within the Decalogue. 
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Certain elements of the suzerain form are not part of the Decalogue itself but are described in 

other parts of the OT where keeping the covenant is the subject. For instance, the elements of 

depositing the law in a sacred place and of public reading are evident in Joshua 24. Deuteronomy 

10:5 describes the ark of the covenant as a depository for the Decalogue. Public reading of the 

Torah, which includes the law, is mentioned in Deuteronomy 31:10–11. Witnesses are 

summoned in Joshua 24 (people and stones) and in Deuteronomy 32 (heaven and earth). Finally, 

*blessings and curses are attached to the book of Deuteronomy, which itself has been favorably 

compared to the suzerainty form. 

Despite the shortcomings of the formal parallels with the Decalogue exclusively, the 

suzerainty treaty provides insight into reading and interpreting the exodus experience and the 

resulting covenant. Interpreted in that manner, the Decalogue represents an agreement between a 

superior party (God) and a subordinate party (Israel). In return for past deliverance and future 

provision, undivided loyalty in all matters is expected of Israel. Like the suzerainty covenants of 

the political realm, this covenant also hinged on a condition: Israel’s observance of the 

stipulations. Whether one understands the response as one of obligation or gratitude is irrelevant 

at this point. Failure to keep the stipulations would lead to a breach of the covenant. Breach of 

the covenant would invoke the curses and thus ensure the demise of the vassal party. 

J. W. Marshall, “Decalogue,” ed. T. Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker, Dictionary of 

the Old Testament: Pentateuch (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 173–174. 
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THE HOLY KING OF POWER, PURITY, AND LOVE 

Introduction 

So, we’ve just been saying that Leviticus can be understood as a story of this holy King who 

comes to dwell in the midst of His covenant people. But let’s take a closer look now at what this 

holy King is like. We might describe Him as a holy King of power, of purity, and of love. In this 

segment I’m going to look first at what it means that He is a holy King and, in the next, turn to 

His power, purity, and love. 

Holiness and a Holy God 

First then, holiness. This is a major theme in Leviticus. Many passages carefully describe 

various people or objects that are made holy or the ways in which Israel is to acknowledge that a 

person or an object is holy (Lev 2:3; 5:16; 7:1–6, etc.). In addition, at several places in the book, 

the Lord Himself calls Israel to be holy: “You are to be holy to me because I, the LORD, am 

holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own” (Lev 20:26). 

Most importantly, the Lord states several times that He Himself is holy: “I am the LORD 

your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves 

unclean by any creature that moves along the ground. I am the LORD, who brought you up out 

of Egypt to be your God; therefore, be holy, because I am holy” (Lev 11:44–45). 

But what is holiness? We often associate holiness with morally upright behavior, and that is 

partially correct, at least when you’re describing people. But that is not a sufficient 

understanding of holiness, for a very simple reason. There are objects in Leviticus like altars or 

clothes that are also called holy, and it’s not because they’re morally upright. 

What, then, is holiness? Generally speaking, to be holy is to be set apart as distinct, set apart 

as unique. Israel, for example, is a holy nation, and they are set apart as distinct from the other 

nations. The clothes of the priests are holy clothes; they are set apart as distinct from other 

clothes. The tent of meeting is a holy place, and it is set apart as distinct from the tents of the 

Israelites. To be holy is to be set apart as distinct. 

Two Types of Holiness 

But we can be more specific still. There are two different types of holiness that we could 

describe: dependent holiness and independent holiness. 

Dependent Holiness 

First, dependent holiness. Almost everything in Leviticus that is holy was at one point not 

holy: the Israelites, the priests’ clothing, and so on. All these things had to be set apart as holy. In 

other words, they were completely dependent on someone else to make them holy. Everything in 

Leviticus that is described as holy started out as non-holy—everything except for one thing, the 

Lord Himself. 

Independent Holiness 

Which leads us to the second type of holiness, independent holiness. Unlike everything else 

in Leviticus that is holy, the Lord is holy in and of Himself. He’s utterly distinct just by the very 
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nature of who He is. He doesn’t need anyone else to set Him apart as distinct. His holiness—we 

could put it this way—is completely independent of the actions of any other person. 

Now, you might be thinking, “Hold on a second. I thought we were to hallow the Lord, or to 

treat Him as holy.” It’s absolutely true. But treating Him as holy doesn’t make Him holy; it 

simply recognizes the holiness He already has. It’s like when Jesus teaches us to pray, 

“Hallowed be your name.” When we pray that, what we’re praying is “Lord, we pray that, in our 

lives, in our neighbors’ lives, and in our friends’ lives, that we would set apart your name, which 

represents your person—that we would set you apart as holy; that we would treat you as the holy 

one that you are.” 

Unlike anything else in the universe, the Lord Himself is already holy, already utterly distinct 

by the very nature of who He is. And we can see that, especially, in terms of three things: His 

power, His purity, and His love. 

Power 

First of all, in terms of His power. We see this in Leviticus, especially in chapters 9 and 10. 

Priests Begin Their Ministry 

Chapter 9 is the story of the first day of public worship at the tabernacle. At the end of the 

chapter, after the offerings have been presented, we read these words, starting in verse 22: 

Then Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them. And having sacrificed 

the sin offering, the burnt offering and the fellowship offering, he stepped down. Moses and 

Aaron then went into the tent of meeting. When they came out, they blessed the people; and 

the glory of the LORD appeared to all the people. Fire came out from the presence of the 

LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And when all the 

people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown. 

Clearly, this is a God with a power like no other. You see the same thing in the very next 

chapter, chapter 10. 

In various places in the Bible, the Lord states that He will show Himself holy in the context 

of a miracle that displays His power—power that sets Him apart as distinct from any other being, 

at Num 20:13, for example, or Ezek 28:22. It often comes in a context where people have 

stopped treating Him as the holy King, and the miracle then functions as this reminder of who He 

is. And when people see such power, the proper response is to acknowledge this is the true God; 

there’s no God like Him; and, therefore, He is the God to be honored and obeyed. 

Death of Nadab and Abihu 

Well, this is exactly what happens in chapter 10. Two priests, Nadab and Abihu, are 

presenting an offering the Lord did not command, and it seems in context like they were trying 

barge into the Most Holy Place, the throne room of the King, which in the ancient Near Eastern 

context was a severe sign of disrespect. The result for them was catastrophic. We read chapter 

10: “Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu took their censers, put fire in them and added incense; and 

they offered unauthorized fire before the LORD, contrary to his command. So, fire came out 

from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD.” The Lord 

demonstrates His power here by means of this miracle of judgment as a reminder to the Israelites 

that He is a God to be revered. He is utterly distinct in terms of His power. 
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Purity 

As we know, however, power without purity becomes tyranny. We see that in many places of 

the world to this day. And this leads us to the second point: The Lord is not only distinct in terms 

of His power but also in terms of His moral purity. The moral purity of the Lord is the model, the 

foundation, for the moral purity of His servants the Israelites. 

In Leviticus 19, for example—a sort of “The Sermon on the Mount” of the book of 

Leviticus—the Lord is commanding the Israelites to be morally upright in several different ways: 

at caring for the needy and being impartial in justice. The key to understand is that the entire 

chapter begins with these words: “Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.” You can 

see what the idea is. It’s very straightforward. It’s as though the Lord is saying, “Because I the 

LORD am distinct in terms of my moral purity, you as my people must be distinct in terms of 

your moral purity as well. When I’m commanding you to be morally upright in these situations, 

what I’m commanding you to do is to demonstrate to the world the type of moral purity that, in 

fact, is a reflection of my own moral purity.” 

Love 

And this leads to the third aspect of the Lord’s holiness: He is distinct not only in terms of 

His power and His purity but also in terms of His love. You see this again very clearly in Lev 19. 

The various commands here given by the Lord—caring for the needy, being impartial in 

justice—these are all expressions of His love. 

Leviticus 19:18 is one of most famous verses in the Bible. Many people don’t know this 

comes from Leviticus: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” And, significantly, the verse finishes 

by stating, “I am the LORD.” In other words, “I am the LORD your God, the one who set you 

apart Israel to reflect my character into this world. And you will do this by being a people of love 

because I am a God of love. Now show that love to the world.” 

Conclusion 

So, who is the Lord, this holy King? He is a God who is utterly distinct and utterly holy in 

terms of the greatness of His power, the greatness of His purity, and the greatness of His love. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the power and purity 

of the holy King. 

The Holy King: Powerful and Pure 

The Lord is distinct from every other being in terms of the greatness of his power. He is a 

King without equal (Ps. 47:2, 6–8). This is seen in Leviticus when he manifests his ‘glory’ at the 

inauguration of the tent of meeting (9:23b–24a), a display of power so spectacular that the people 

responded by falling on their faces in worship (see at 9:23–24). This is clearly a God who is 

distinct in terms of his power. 

But, as history repeatedly teaches, power without moral purity becomes tyranny. Fortunately, 

the Lord is not only distinct in terms of his power; he is also distinct in terms of his moral purity. 
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He is not simply a powerful King; he is a good King, and his goodness in fact becomes the 

model for his people Israel. In Leviticus 19, for example, he commands his people to be morally 

upright in a number of ways, such as caring for the needy (19:9–10), being impartial in justice 

(19:15), and loving their neighbors as themselves (19:18). Significantly, the chapter begins with 

these words from the Lord to the Israelites: ‘Be holy, because I, the LORD your God, am holy’ 

(19:2). The idea is straightforward: ‘Because I, the Lord, am distinct in terms of my moral purity, 

you, as my people, must be distinct in terms of your moral purity as well. In the situations that 

follow, you, my people, are to embody my moral purity to the world.’ 

The Lord, then, is holy—utterly distinct—in terms of his power and moral purity. There is 

no-one as great as him and no-one as good as him. He is without equal. For Israel, these were not 

simply abstract theological truths. They were realities they experienced in the most significant 

event of their history: their redemption. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 40. 
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THE REDEEMING GOD 

Israel’s Redeeming God 

Leviticus focuses on the fact that the Lord is the holy God, but it also focuses on the fact that 

He’s the redeeming God. His redemption of Israel had very important implications for how the 

Israelites were to live. Let me get at this by asking two different questions. 

Why Leviticus? 

The first one is this: Why is Israel even at Mount Sinai receiving the book of Leviticus from 

the Lord in the first place? Well, the answer is because He had redeemed them; rescued them out 

of slavery in the book of Exodus. The miracles that He used to do so, in fact, showed He was a 

holy God in terms of His power. 

So What? 

Second question: So, what? Why does this matter? How is it to make a difference in Israel’s 

life? The answer is simply that He redeemed them to be His people who followed His 

commands, who carried out His mission of filling the world with His goodness, His justice, His 

mercy and love. 

What’s interesting to see—sort of a key for understanding this—is that the Lord most often 

reminds the Israelites of their redemption in contexts where He is commanding them to be 

obedient to Him. So, He reminds them of redemption when He’s commanding them to be 

obedient to Him. For example, in Lev 11:45, “I am the LORD, who brought you up out of Egypt 

to be your God” (redemption); “therefore be holy, because I am holy.” Or again, 19:36: “Use 

honest scales and honest weights, an honest ephah and an honest hin.” There’s the being holy. “I 

am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt.” There’s redemption. 

Redemption, Relationship, and Mission 

In other words, this is the Lord’s way of saying, “You’re now the redeemed people of the 

holy covenant King. Live in keeping with that holy calling. Show the world what kind of King 

you follow. Show the world that I’m a holy King, a King of absolute moral purity, and show 

them this by following my holy commands.” 

You could summarize it this way: Redemption by this King always implies relationship, 

relationship with this King always implies mission, and that mission is nothing less than 

spreading His holy kingdom through all the earth. 

This should sound very familiar to Christians. After Jesus had accomplished redemption for 

us, dying and rising again to rescue us from our slavery to sin, He gives us these commands. This 

is from the end of Matt 28: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” In other 

words, “I’m the King.” Matthew 28 continues, “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.” You see it again: Redemption by this King implies relationship with Him, 

relationship with Him implies mission, and that mission is nothing less than spreading His holy 

kingdom through all the earth. 
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This is the same call that the Lord gives to the Israelites in Leviticus. It’s the same call that 

the Lord gives to us as believers today. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the power and purity 

of the holy King. 

The Redeeming Covenant King and His Holy Covenant People 

The Lord’s redemption of Israel from Egypt was a past event with current implications. As a 

past event, redemption was a demonstration of the Lord’s holiness in terms of his distinct power 

(Exod. 7:4–5; 12:12; 14:4, 17–18; 15:11). But this past event had significant implications for 

Israel’s current life. The Lord had redeemed them to be his people (Lev. 11:45; 19:36), and those 

who are in relationship with him have a mission to fulfil: embodying his pure character and his 

holy kingdom in this world (cf. pp. 29–30). Indeed, the Lord most often reminds the Israelites of 

their redemption in contexts where he is commanding them to be obedient to him (Lev. 11:44–

45; 19:36; 22:32–33). It is his way of saying, ‘You are now the redeemed people of the holy 

covenant King. Live in keeping with that holy calling. Show the world what kind of King you 

follow. Show them I am a holy King—a King of absolute moral purity—by following my holy 

commands.’ (For some of the social implications, see Meaning, pp. 253–254, 311–312.) 

In short, redemption by this King always implies relationship, relationship with him always 

implies mission, and that mission is nothing less than spreading his holy kingdom throughout all 

the earth (cf. Matt. 28:18–20). The Israelites were to do this by embodying the laws of the 

kingdom their covenant Lord had established. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 40–41. 
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THE COVENANT KING’S HOLY LAW 

Introduction 

I often ask my students, “When you hear the words ‘laws of the Bible’ or ‘biblical law,’ do 

those words have a positive connotation for you and leave you with a positive feeling, or do they 

have more of a negative connotation and leave you more with a negative feeling?” 

While some students say “positive,” the majority of students say, “It’s more negative. There 

are negative connotations, negative feelings, that come to my mind when I hear the phrase ‘the 

law of God’ or ‘biblical law.’” And we begin to discuss why. 

What I’d like to do here is identify at least three different reasons that we tend to take—or at 

least some of us tend to take—a more negative view toward the law and why, actually, we 

should have a more positive view toward God’s law. And those reasons I’ll break down into 

cultural reasons, biblical reasons, and historical reasons. 

Cultural Reasons 

First, cultural reasons. From a cultural standpoint, especially to those who are in an 

individualistic Western culture, we tend to take a negative view toward God’s law or the phrase 

“God’s law” because in our culture what matters most is personal freedom. In fact, to have 

meaning I have to be totally free. That means that if you put any restraints on me from the 

outside, including laws that God gives, those are an obstacle not only to freedom; they’re also an 

obstacle to meaning. And that’s why we can tend to look at God’s law in a more negative way. 

How do we respond to something like this? Well, imagine, if you will, a fish who can talk, 

and this fish comes up to you and he says, “I want to be free. I can’t stand the limits of this 

ocean. I’m going to go up on land.” Now, what do you say to the fish? Well, you begin by 

saying, “Where’d you learn to talk?” No, I mean, what you say to the fish is “That’s not freedom 

for you. That’s actually death. Freedom for you is in the ocean because that’s what you’ve been 

made for. That’s where you can truly live.” 

And the same is true when it comes to God’s law. It’s marking out that ocean in which we 

can be free. It’s marking out that space that we’ve been made for, where we can be like a fish in 

the sea or a bird in the air or a leopard on the land. We’ve been made to live in relationship with 

God, to walk in accordance with His Word, and the law of God marks out that space for us. 

That’s what His laws do. So culturally, we can tend to take a negative look at the law of God, but 

in actuality, it’s something that’s meant to help us be truly free. True freedom is the ability to be 

properly related to God, to His world, and to one another. God’s laws mark out that space for us. 

Biblical Reasons 

A second set of reasons that make it difficult for us to appreciate God’s laws, or that cause us 

to look at it negatively—these are biblical reasons. Sometimes the NT will speak of God’s law in 

a negative way. For example, in Gal 3:10 Paul writes, “For all who rely on the works of the law 

are under a curse, as it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything 

written in the Book of the Law.’” Similarly, in Galatians 5:4 Paul says, “You who are trying to 

be justified by the law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.” In 

those contexts, it seems like law is being spoken of very negatively, with language of cursing 

being used. 
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Well, how do we respond to this? Let me mention at least two different things. First, we need 

to begin by noting that Paul elsewhere speaks very positively of the law. In Romans 7:12, for 

example, he says, “So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.” 

How can he do this? How can he speak both negatively sometimes of the law, and positively 

other times? 

That leads to the second point. There’s a long debate here trying to answer the question of 

how Paul can speak both negatively and positively of the law. But to me, the most natural answer 

goes along these lines: When Paul is speaking negatively of the law, he’s not speaking of the law 

itself; he’s speaking of those who are misusing the law by trying to make it a way of salvation. 

That was never the law’s intent. It’s as though Paul is saying here, “Okay. You want to treat the 

law as something that can gain you salvation? All right, we’ll play that game. What that means 

for you is curse—curse, curse, curse, curse—because you can’t do it. You can’t keep the law. No 

one can keep the law like that.” 

And that’s, actually, just the point. The law wasn’t supposed to function that way. The Bible 

teaches that salvation, even in the OT, has always been by faith. Paul picks up on this in Rom 4, 

for example, saying it’s not works in OT and faith in NT; you’re always saved by faith. So, the 

problem is not the law, and Paul is not critiquing the law; he’s critiquing those who are misusing 

the law, misunderstanding the law. 

Historical Reasons 

Luther and the Law 

The third set of reasons for a negative view of God’s law are historical reasons. If we begin 

with Luther, let’s remember the context where he is working and writing. He’s living in a context 

where various people are trying to earn salvation through obedience. Now, perhaps in response 

to this in his own background, Luther tends to view the law more negatively than positively. He 

in fact gives it two main functions: The law works as a civil fence against sin, so it restrains sin 

in society; and then there is the second use, sometimes called the pedagogical use, from a Greek 

word, παιδαγωγός/paidagōgos, which means “teacher.” It defines what sin is, and it convicts us 

of sinfulness. It shows us our sin and, therefore, our need of a savior. 

But what that means is that you really can’t talk about law, at least in that understanding, 

without talking about sin. Law can certainly do good things, like show us our need for Jesus, but 

it can’t be spoken of without speaking also of sin. And that tends to have a negative view of law, 

and that’s had a big impact on Protestantism. 

Calvin and the Law 

Well, how can we respond to this? I think it’s important to point out that there’s also, in the 

history of the Protestant church, historical precedent for a more positive view of law. So, John 

Calvin comes along and he agrees with Luther on the first two uses, but he begins to frame 

things more positively. Law is a fence against sin, but Calvin’s emphasis is on God’s common 

grace. Wow! The law’s this gracious provision to help us maintain order in the world, and Calvin 

will agree the law does show us our need for Christ, but he’ll emphasize it’s a constant reminder 

of our need of grace and depending on Christ and preaching the gospel to ourselves. 

And here’s the key: It’s that Calvin adds a third use of the law, sometimes called the didactic 

use. It’s meant as a guide to right living. Psalm 119:105, for example, says, “Your word is a 

lamp for my feet, a light on my path.” See, the law marks out the good and spacious land of the 
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Lord, the place where He walks, the place He’s created us to walk and to flourish; and as such, 

it’s something to praise God for. 

And that means there’s no surprise that the longest psalm in the Bible (Psa 119) is praising 

God for His law. And that includes, at the least, the first five books of the Bible, the Torah, 

which means it includes Leviticus. Let me put it this way: If our theology of the law does not 

allow us to sing Psa 119 with joy and with passion and praise, it probably means there’s 

something wrong with our theology. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the laws of the holy 

King. 

The Holy Law of the Covenant King 

In Israel’s world, to enter a covenant relationship with a king was to promise him exclusive 

loyalty; to obey his covenant stipulations was to demonstrate this loyalty. The laws of Leviticus 

functioned as the stipulations of the covenant between the Lord and Israel, and the Israelites were 

therefore to follow them fully (see p. 38). 

While many moderns tend to view biblical law negatively (see analysis in Williams, 2005: 

152–157; Keller, 2008: 35–50, esp. 45–47), this was not the case for the faithful in ancient Israel. 

The longest psalm in the Bible (Ps. 119) models how the faithful should view God’s law: as 

something to thank God for (v. 7), rejoice in (v. 14), delight in (vv. 16, 24, 35, 47, 70, 77, 143, 

174), long for (vv. 20, 40, 131), cling to (v. 31), love (vv. 47, 48, 97, 119, 127, 140, 159, 163, 

167), sing about (v. 54), meditate on (vv. 78, 97, 148) and rejoice over (v. 162; see Wright, 2004: 

282). And it must not be forgotten that the psalmist is speaking—at the least—about the 

Pentateuch, which of course includes Leviticus. 

There are at least two reasons for such a positive view of the law. To begin, the laws show 

the Israelites how to fulfil one of their basic purposes as human beings: to reflect the Lord’s good 

and holy character. Laws always reflect the values of the lawgiver, and since the Lord is holy 

and good (Lev. 11:44–45; 19:2; 20:26; 21:8), his laws show Israel how to live out those 

characteristics in the world, how to embody the Lord’s love, justice, mercy, kindness, and 

goodness. This is what we have been created to do. 

But we have been created to do this as we live in relationship with our King, to walk with 

him in his ways. The law explains what those ways are, and therefore how to maintain fellowship 

with him. (Note in this regard that the law does not create relationship with the Lord; it regulates 

an existing relationship; see further at 18:5.) To know the Lord is the greatest good we can 

experience and the ultimate sign of his favor. It is a good he lavishes on those who walk in his 

ways, and since the law identifies those ways, it is viewed as very good indeed. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 41–42. 

Law in The Ancient Near East 

An overview of the legal tradition and codified laws of ancient Near Eastern societies. 
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OVERVIEW AND EXAMPLES. As societies formed in ancient Mesopotamia, communal 

standards developed and became codified as law (Bederman, International Law, 16–31). The 

expansion of civilization brought about the development of international law and treaties to 

facilitate trade and travel (Mendenhall, Law and Covenant, 11). Examples exist of law codes 

from various ancient societies, including: 

• Ur-Namma (ca. 2100 BC) 

• Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1900 BC) 

• Eshnunna (ca. 1770 BC) 

• Hammurabi (1750 BC) 

• Middle Assyrian Laws (ca. 1400 BC) 

• Neo-Babylonian (ca. 700 BC) 

• Hittite (1600–1200 BC) 

• The covenant and Deuteronomistic law codes in Hebrew Bible (post 14th century 

BC) 

Although law codes from ancient Egypt have not survived, there are various extant royal 

decrees, especially from the New Kingdom. The Canaanites in the Levant did not have their own 

legal code, but instead relied on Babylonian forms (Mendenhall, Law and Covenant, 13). 

CHARACTERISTICS. Much of ancient criminal law reflected lex talionis—the principle of 

retribution “in kind”—and acted as a deterrent to both crime and the escalation of retaliation. The 

penalties were not usually a literal eye-for-an-eye retribution, but rather an equivalent to 

compensate for the offense. For example, the penalty for physical harm was often payment of a 

fixed sum. 

Race, class, gender, and slavery all factored into rights within the legal system. For example, 

legal systems treated a foreign slave differently than a native-born slave (Westbrook, 

“Character,” 37–41). 

Family law was a category to itself, governing marriage, sexuality, children, and adoption. 

These areas were influenced by property law. Land rights, inheritance, and dowries were all 

regulated to safeguard property rights. 

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN LAW CODES AND THE OLD TESTAMENT. Israel 

reflected other societies of the ancient Near East in its belief in divine rule. However, Israel was 

unique in that its legislation came from its deity, Yahweh, whereas elsewhere “the king was the 

primary source of legislation” (Westbrook, “Character,” 26). Israel’s divinely imparted law code 

regulated religious activity as well as peripheral elements like diet, warfare, and national and 

ethnic identity. 

Biblical property, family, and civil laws contain multiple ancient Near Eastern parallels. For 

example, George Mendenhall described a second-millennium Hittite suzerain-vassal treaty 

whose form reflects the literary structure of Deuteronomy (Mendenhall, Law and Covenant, 24–

48). Albrecht Alt identified two forms of law in the Hebrew tradition (Alt, “Origins,” 81–132): 

  1. Apodictic or unconditional law, which was rooted in the will of Yahweh and was unique to 

Israel 

  2. Casuistic or case law, which was part of the broader ancient Near Eastern legal convention 
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However, Israelite legal tradition also contains significant variations from its neighbors. For 

instance, the Old Testament lacks laws governing adoption, which were common in the region. 

Similarly, many ancient law codes call for various forms of mutilation as penalties. This type of 

penalty appears in the Old Testament only once in a safeguard of progeny (Deut 25:11–12). 

Rob Fleenor, “Law in the Ancient Near East,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016).  



 

Theological Themes  47 

 

SIN 

Stipulations 

In the world of ancient Israel, when you entered into a covenant relationship with a king, you 

were promising him exclusive loyalty. When you obeyed his covenant stipulations or his 

covenant laws, you were demonstrating that loyalty to him. Well, the laws of Leviticus function 

as the stipulations—the laws—of the covenant between the Lord and Israel, and that meant the 

Israelites had to keep them and follow them fully. It was their way of demonstrating their loyalty 

to the King. When they didn’t keep them, well, it helps us—this understanding of covenant helps 

us—to see what sin really is. 

Rebelling against the King 

On the one hand, it’s rebelling against the King. It’s not simply breaking a rule. No, the 

Israelites were rebelling against the covenant King. It was really an act of treason against Him 

and His kingdom. When the Israelites sinned—for that matter, when we sin, what we’re saying 

is, “I want nothing to do with this King. I want a different type of king. I want a different type of 

kingdom.” 

Betraying the Redeemer 

But it’s more than that. It’s not just rebelling against the King; it’s also betraying the 

Redeemer. The Lord was not just Israel’s King; He was their redeeming King. He rescued them; 

He entered into covenant relationship with them. To sin is to betray that relationship. It’s like 

being unfaithful to wedding vows. If someone’s unfaithful to a wedding vow, they’re not just 

breaking a promise; they’re betraying a relationship. Same with Israel when they are breaking 

God’s laws, the laws of their Redeemer. 

They are betraying that relationship, and you see that in a passage like Hos 11. Here the Lord 

is speaking, and He says, 

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. But the more they 

were called, the more they went away from me. They sacrificed to the Baals and they burned 

incense to images. It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms; but they 

did not realize it was I who healed them. I led them with cords of human kindness, with ties 

of love. To them I was like one who lifts a little child to the cheek, and I bent down to feed 

them.… My people are determined to turn from me. Even though they call me God Most 

High, I will by no means exalt them. 

Again, here you see the Lord and how His heart’s just going back and forth here in His love 

for them. He goes on, “How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel?… 

My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused.” These are the words of someone 

who’s been betrayed, who loves His covenant partner deeply and yet has been betrayed by them. 

Catastrophic Results of Sin 

And what must not be missed in all of this is that, whether we describe sin as rebellion or 

betrayal or both, what must not be missed are the catastrophic results that happen because of sin. 

Sin destroys God’s good intent for His creation. God’s designed us to be in relationship with 
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Him, with one another, and with His world, and to be in relationship in a way that’s 

characterized by peace and mercy and justice and love. 

Sin comes along and destroys all three of these. With the Lord, it puts us outside of HIs 

ways, away from the field in which He walks; we act as rebels and traitors. With one another, 

instead of constantly reflecting God’s mercy and patience and love, now we begin to tear down 

one another and hurt one another and do wrong, bringing sorrow and pain to many. With His 

world, we no longer know how to interact with it as the loving kings and queens over creation 

that we’re supposed to be. 

Sin is an acid that mars and destroys whatever it touches, and what that means is that when 

the Lord forbids sin, it’s not because He’s being a killjoy. No, it’s because He’s being a loving 

Savior. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning sin. 

Sin: Breaking the Holy King’s Covenant Laws 

The essence of sin is to break the Lord’s laws, instead of keeping them. The results of sin are 

always catastrophic, both for sinners and for the world: for sinners, because their relationship 

with the Lord, their King and Creator, is now ruptured, and alienation replaces warm fellowship; 

for the world, because sin destroys the type of community the Lord intended, one in which 

people experience his love, joy, peace, goodness and justice. Sin is an acid that mars and 

destroys whatever it touches. The Lord is not being a killjoy by forbidding sin; he is being a 

loving Saviour. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 42. 

Sin: Human Activity That is Contrary to God’s Will. 

OVERVIEW. The broad concept of sin as failing to live up to an expected standard of 

conduct or as a violation of cultural customs or laws can be seen in every culture and society 

throughout history. Various religions also see sin as a violation of the divine will. This concept 

has developed in various ways in different societies. By examining the background of the Old 

Testament and the New Testament, as well as the ancient Jewish and Christian canons 

themselves, we can see particular ways in which early Jews and Christians came to understand 

sin. 

In some contexts, particularly in some Old Testament texts, the term “sin” is primarily used 

in reference to external actions performed by human beings (e.g., murder, adultery). In other 

parts of the Bible, the term “sin” is expanded to include the inner actions of humans, such as 

their thoughts and desires. Sin is also often portrayed as an entity not dependent on human 

actions, such as a state of being in alienation from God or an impersonal force acting within 

humans or societies against God. 

BACKGROUND OF THE OLD TESTAMENT. It is difficult to speak of a single concept of 

sin in the polytheistic world of the ancient Near East prior to the Hebrew Scriptures beyond the 
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broad definition of sin as deviance from local customs and beliefs. In the polytheistic cultures of 

the ancient Near East, there was no understanding of a single, overarching divine will that 

governs humanity. Rather, as Oswalt points out, “there are many gods and goddesses, and each 

… has varying likes and dislikes.… What one god wants, another god hates” (Oswalt, Bible 

among the Myths, 60–61). Sin thus comes to be seen as a violation of the whims of individual 

gods and goddesses within a pantheon. As gods often personify the forces of nature, sin and 

repentance become viewed in relation to illness, suffering, and death. Sins against the gods may 

be intentional or unintentional. Porúbčan points out that in ancient contexts, gods and goddesses 

were seen as “lords and masters of men and of nature”; when people offended the gods, they 

were “abandoned to harmful evil forces (called demons, genies) or directly punished … with 

suffering, illness, death” (Porúbčan, Sin in the Old Testament, 133). People regained the favor of 

the offended gods through sacrifice, magic, and confession. 

Nevertheless, broader ethical standards came into existence in ancient societies, as evidenced 

by the extant law codes of Ur-Nammu, Lipit-Ishtar, Eshnunna, and Hammurabi, as well as Hittite 

and Middle Assyrian laws. Such law codes identify what would have been considered violations 

of these societies’ ethical standards and detail appropriate punishments for such violations. These 

codifications of ethical violations and appropriate punishments are often very nuanced and case-

specific. For instance, in the Code of Hammurabi, if someone has an incestuous relationship with 

his mother following his father’s death, both he and his mother are to be burned alive (157). 

However, if someone has a semi-incestuous relationship with his stepmother “who has borne 

children” following his father’s death, he is to be merely “turned out of his father’s house” (158). 

We do not possess any comparable law codes from ancient Egypt. However, extant 

documents indicate that the ancient Egyptians did have a code of ethics, and hence a concept of 

sin. For instance, in the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant (ca. 1800 BC), a peasant named Khun-anup 

is tricked into damaging his master’s property, for which he is beaten. A “trial” takes place 

wherein Khun-anup brings his case before Pharaoh Nebkaure, who calls for witnesses to the 

crime. Eventually, Khun-anup is given justice, largely through his skill in rhetoric. This shows 

that ethical codes existed among the ancient Egyptians, albeit possibly not in the form of written 

codes of law. However, the ancient Egyptian concept of sin is seen more as a departure from 

maʿat, the cosmic order, than a violation of the divine will. 

Ancient Egyptian religion made a connection between people’s sins and the type of afterlife 

they enjoyed. Following death, people appeared before the court of the gods, where their hearts 

were weighed on a balance of justice. Those found in the right entered the kingdom of Osiris, 

while the rest were devoured by the monster Aapep. In order to pass this judgment, people had to 

make a “negative confession” by “reading from a list all the sins one can commit and declaring 

they had not committed them” (Porúbčan, Sin in the Old Testament, 132). Such negative 

confessions were seen to separate the dead from impurity. 

OLD TESTAMENT. As with any culture or time period, it is difficult to define sin precisely 

with respect to the ancient Hebrew worldview. As Gary Anderson has noted, “metaphors are 

impossible to avoid” when discussing sin (Anderson, Sin: A History, 3). By the time of the final 

shaping of the Pentateuch, the Hebrew God was seen not merely as a tribal deity but as the 

creator of the universe. Therefore, the various metaphors early Hebrews came to use in relation 

to sin are best viewed against the narrative background of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Sin in Old Testament Narrative. The story of creation in the Hebrew Scriptures differs from 

contemporary ancient Near Eastern myths in that the God of the Hebrews is seen as the 
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sovereign creator of the world. Oswalt points out that in other myths, “there is never-ending 

conflict between the forces of construction and the forces of chaos” (Oswalt, Bible among the 

Myths, 59). In contrast, in Genesis, God creates all things “good,” and it is only through the 

disobedience of human beings that sin enters the world (Gen 1–3). Yet God makes a clear 

connection between sin and death even before sin is introduced into the world (Gen 2:17). 

Following the fall (Gen 3), this connection is made explicit in Cain’s murder of Abel (Gen 4:1–

15). 

It is because of sin that God destroys the earth through the flood, preserving only Noah and 

his family (Gen 6:9–8:17). Several generations later, sin comes to be viewed even more severely 

because of the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 12:1–3). The descendants of Abraham are not merely 

adhering to the commands of a tribal deity, nor are they just adhering to the commands of the 

one true God. Rather, they are called by the one true God to follow His commands as His special 

people, who are set apart from the rest of the nations, having received His blessings. They are set 

apart in ways the other nations are not and ordered to follow God’s commands. When they do so, 

not only will they be blessed, but other nations will be blessed as well. There is thus a universal 

scope to Israel’s holiness, which implies avoidance of sin. 

As with other ancient Near Eastern religions, initially the divine commands consist of both 

categorical (e.g., the order for all Abraham’s male descendants to be circumcised) and time-

specific (e.g., the command for Abraham to sacrifice Isaac) imperatives. By the time of Moses, a 

detailed code of laws is given that is similar to other Mesopotamian law codes. However, 

whereas other law codes are at times attributed to specific gods, in the final shaping of the 

Pentateuch, the Mosaic law is seen to have been given directly by the God of Abraham, the 

creator of the world. Adhering to the precepts of the Mosaic law, therefore, has both covenantal 

and cosmic significance. Whereas sin had always been perceived to have communal implications 

in ancient Babylonian and Egyptian religion, these implications were much graver for Hebrews 

due to their monotheism. Their sin affects the whole world. 

However, it is assumed in the law that Israelites will not always adhere to it. Hence, as in 

other ancient Near Eastern law codes, specific punishments and means of restitution are 

prescribed for violations of various laws. There is thus a system of repentance and restitution 

built into the Mosaic law, so that those who violate the law can be restored to God’s elect people. 

Those who sin unintentionally are to offer up to the Lord sin and guilt offerings of various 

animals (depending on circumstances) to make atonement for sin (Lev 4–7). Sin is seen as not 

merely affecting the individual sinner, but the entire nation of Israel. It is not sufficient to merely 

provide the means of restoring an individual to God’s favor after committing a sin, should they 

wish to do so. Rather, sin is connected to the entire people being found pure or impure by God. 

Despite the Hebrew view of sin in relation to the Abrahamic covenant with its cosmic 

implications, the final canonical shape of the Hebrew Scriptures largely tells the story of Israel’s 

failure to live up to the ethical standard commanded by God. For instance, in 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 

and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles, the kings of Israel who are portrayed positively are far 

outnumbered by those who “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.” This is particularly 

significant in understanding the communal nature of sin as perceived by the Israelites: 

Individuals’ sin is seen to pollute the entire community, but this is especially so when that 

individual is the king. When the king falls into sin, the entire nation of Israel is seen to be in sin. 

Eventually, Israel’s sin results in their being exiled from the land they had been promised in the 

Abrahamic covenant, and that had become symbolic of their status as God’s special people. 
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Old Testament Metaphors for Sin. As sin itself is difficult to define, the Old Testament relies 

heavily on metaphors to describe it. The primary metaphor used in the Pentateuch describes sin 

is a “weight” or “burden.” Sin offerings were made of various animals in response to particular 

sins (Lev 4). In Leviticus 10, Moses becomes angry with Eleazar and Ithamar for not eating the 

sin offering. The priests’ consuming the sin offering is equated with “carrying the iniquity” of 

Israel (Lev 10:17). Likewise, on the Day of Atonement, the priest places his hands on a goat, 

confesses the sins of Israel, then releases the goat to the wilderness, where it is seen to carry the 

sins of Israel on its back to an uninhabited land (Lev 16:20–22). 

Later texts speak of sin in terms of “debt” (e.g., Lev 5:1; 24:15). Gary Anderson has 

presented a plausible explanation for this shift of metaphors in Israel’s experience of exile and 

enslavement. As noted above, the exile is seen as directly linked to Israel’s sin. Just as one would 

sell himself into slavery in order to pay off a debt through time served, so Israel’s sin against 

God is seen as a debt owed: “The physical punishment of exile served as the means by which 

Israel raised ‘hard currency’ to pay off the debt she owed” (Anderson, Sin, 8). Just as the 

Israelites’ worldview helped them to process the experience of exile and enslavement, the exile 

itself also helped to shape the Israelites’ evolving worldview. 

Legal metaphors abound in the Hebrew Scriptures in relation to sin. For example, Hosea 

portrays sins as offenses against God that incur guilt for those who commit them: “The guilt of 

Ephraim is bound up, his sin is kept in store” (Hos 13:12). God then acts as judge, both 

punishing and acquitting people for their crimes: “The Lord has a charge to bring against Judah; 

he will punish Jacob according to his ways and repay him according to his deeds” (Hos 12:2). 

Such legal language is applied to individuals, tribes, and nations. 

In line with other ancient religions, Israelites viewed sin as a source of uncleanness or 

impurity. This is apparent in Psa 51:7: “Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, 

and I shall be whiter than snow.” Many world religions and societies used clean and unclean 

metaphors, including the religions surrounding ancient Israel. Such metaphors in Hebrew 

religion, however, are distinct from many polytheistic religions in that Israel’s purity came to be 

seen as stemming not merely from a tribal deity but from the commands of the one true God to 

His special people. Additionally, not all causes of impurity are to be identified with sin. For 

instance, coming into contact with a human corpse would probably not be considered sinful but 

would nevertheless cause impurity. 

Similar to viewing sin as impurity, sin is also viewed as sickness. This is especially visible in 

the Septuagint, which translates some passages to reflect this understanding. For instance, the 

Septuagint renders Deut 30:3, which in the Hebrew text reads, “the Lord your God will release 

you from captivity” ( ב ָ֧ה ְושָָּׁ֙ יָך ְיהוָּ ֶאת־ְשבּוְתָך   ֱאֹלֶהֶ֛ , weshav yehwah eloheikha eth-shevuthekha), as 

“the Lord will heal your sins” (ἰάσεται κύριος τὰς ἁμαρτίας, iasetai kyrios tas hamartias). 

Whereas the Hebrew text portrays sickness as the consequence of sin, in the Greek of the 

Septuagint, the two become identified with each other. 

The Sinner. Like other religions of the ancient Near East, Israel saw sin as common to all of 

humanity, as demonstrated in Psa 143:2: “Enter not into judgment with your servant, for no 

person living is righteous before you.” Extant Mesopotamian writings express similar beliefs. 

Nevertheless, there is also a dichotomy throughout the Hebrew Scriptures between “the 

righteous” and “the sinner” (or “the wicked”). This dichotomy distinguishes between the 

universal proclivity to sin, to which all human beings succumb, and willfully living a life of 

lawlessness and rebellion against God. This category of “sinner” as distinct from the “righteous” 
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is especially applied to Israel’s enemies, particularly those who threaten Israel’s security. Sinners 

are to be shunned (compare Psa 1:1). The Israelites pray not only for deliverance from 

sinners/wicked, but for their destruction. However, at least some texts indicate hope for the 

sinner’s conversion and return to righteousness. 

Sin and Consequences. Because it is viewed as opposition to God’s will, sin always carries 

negative consequences. In earlier Hebrew religion, sin is connected with very concrete, “this-

worldly” suffering. For example, sin results in losing one’s property or having one’s health 

adversely affected. Such a temporal understanding of the results of sin should not be seen as 

necessarily temporary. The results of sin are often quite permanent, as in the death of a sinner or 

the destruction of a nation. 

In later books of the Old Testament, and even more so in the writings of the intertestamental 

period, we begin to see sin discussed in relation to eternal consequences. While all go to Sheol 

following death, some texts see the righteous as residing in a place of comfort in the midst of this 

shadowy underworld. At times this place of comfort is identified as the bosom of Abraham. We 

also see the doctrine of resurrection developed in this period. Though resurrection was originally 

a metaphor for Israel’s return from exile, by the time Daniel was written, we find more literal 

prophecies that “many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to 

everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt” (Dan 12:2). Yet we must not 

conflate such belief into the entirety of the Old Testament, nor even suppose that all second-

century Jews held this belief. Both the New Testament and Josephus indicate that the Sadducees 

did not believe in eternal life or resurrection. 

Forgiveness of Sin. Just as the Old Testament texts emphasize sin’s grave consequences, they 

also express hope for a restored relationship with God. This can be seen in the purification rituals 

of the law, penitential prayers such as Psa 51, and eventually the eschatological hope seen in the 

Prophetic Books of God’s forgiveness of Israel and their return from exile. Such hope is not 

merely wished for by Israel, but reveals the character of God, who desires the conversion and 

repentance of sinners rather than their destruction (Ezek 18:23). 

NEW TESTAMENT. 

Background. Graeco-Roman religions share some of the same views of sin as the ancient 

Near Eastern cultures discussed above. Sin is sometimes seen as an offense against a particular 

deity. However, classical Greek works often view sin as a departure from justice (ἀδικία, adikia), 

which is seemingly equated with “the norm of ordinary life” (Quell et al., Sin, 54). This view has 

contributed to the standard definition of “sin” (ἁμαρτία, hamartia) as “missing the mark.” Sin is 

seen as inherent in human nature, and at the same time associated with guilt: “Human guilt is 

disturbance of the established order, interference with an objective state of affairs, for which man 

has to pay with the consequent suffering and misery, and sometimes with death” (Quell et al., 

Sin, 55). With Hesiod, we see a more universal ascription of sin to certain actions, such as 

abusing orphans or one’s parents (compare Works and Days 2:320–341). Such actions are seen 

as contrary to the will of the gods. 

Socrates (at least as he is presented by Plato) recognized ignorance as the root of sin and guilt 

and thus taught that knowledge leads to happiness (see Protagoras; Meno). This stems from the 

philosophical belief in the universe, as opposed to a polyverse: There must be a unifying 

principle governing the world. As Stenzel notes, this belief entails “a comprehensible, unified 

world-order, in which we may expect wickedness and presumption to meet with their deserts, 

and so regulate our behavior according to the obvious relation between guilt and punishment, 
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gaining insight through the great examples of suffering in mythology or through our own 

experience” (Metaphysik d. Altertums Handbuch der Philosophie, 17; cited in Quell et al., 58). 

Plato modified the Socratic view of wrongdoing by acknowledging different parts of the soul 

(Republic IV). Sin, then, is not only rooted in ignorance, but often results from the domination of 

reason by passion or appetite (see Republic X). Aristotle modified this view further by 

distinguishing between the various ways the rational part of the soul can know right from wrong: 

There is in fact a type of knowledge of right and wrong that cannot be overcome by passion or 

appetite, while there is a weaker type of knowledge seen in those under the influence of the 

passions that is similar to one who is dreaming, mad, or drunk (see Nicomachean Ethics VII). 

Some of the philosophical views of wrongdoing appear to have influenced Jewish thinking in 

the centuries immediately preceding the New Testament. For instance, 4 Maccabees discusses 

the victory of reason over the passions (compare also the writings of Philo of Alexandria). In 

general, however, early Jewish ethics can be distinguished from the surrounding Hellenistic 

polytheistic world in the same way that early Hebrew religion can be distinguished from the 

surrounding Mesopotamian religions: Jews believed in one God and viewed sin as the direct 

violation of His will. 

Despite the “return” from exile seen in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, most Jews of the 

first century AD, whether in Palestine or the Diaspora, probably saw themselves as living in 

exile. Many still lived outside the promised land, and more importantly, even those who had 

returned were living under foreign rule. Most first-century Jews believed the exilic state was 

directly connected with Israel’s sin. As N. T. Wright notes, “If her sin has caused her exile, her 

forgiveness will mean her national re-establishment” (Wright, New Testament, 273, 272–79). 

Early Jewish views of sin, even those of individuals, are directly concerned with the entire nation 

of Israel and connected with the hope of restoration and return from exile. However, while many 

sins were generally agreed on among first-century Jews, such as direct violations of the law, 

others were less clear and highly debated. “Sin” and “sinner” became charged sectarian terms 

used to condemn and ostracize those violating various norms. 

Sin in New Testament Narrative. For the writers of the New Testament Gospels, the life, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus completely reshaped their reading of the Old Testament 

narrative, particularly their understanding of God’s will for the world and His dealing with sin. 

John’s baptism “for the remission of sins,” like the ritual washings at Qumran, are properly 

viewed not merely in terms of individuals seeking to repent of various offenses, but in the 

context of the national sin of the Israelites resulting in their exilic state. Jesus began His public 

ministry with His baptism by John. During His ministry, He confronted sin in unexpected ways 

and broadened the understanding of what constitutes sin, shaping early Christian views of sin 

and how it is defeated. 

Throughout Jesus’ ministry, His healings are closely connected with the forgiveness of sin. 

Since illness was seen as often resulting from sin, as well as at times making one unclean, Jesus’ 

proclamation of forgiveness in conjunction with healing individuals means more than simply 

forgiving those individuals’ sins. It has eschatological implications as well. In the case of the 

paralytic who is brought to Jesus (Mark 2:1–12), for instance, He is proclaiming that “the 

coming kingdom of Yahweh has reached out to embrace him as well” (Wright, Jesus and the 

Victory of God, 272–73; see also 268–75). Such people are seen to be welcomed into the 

kingdom of God rather than shunned. 
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In the Sermon on the Mount and the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus expands the understanding of 

sin beyond what people do to include the activity of the mind and heart, so that to even lust after 

another woman constitutes adultery. Such perspectives had been hinted at in the Old Testament. 

For instance, Jeremiah prophesies about a day when God will put His law “in their minds and 

write it on their hearts” (Jer 31:33). Jesus’ expansion of what constitutes sin—to even dwell on 

thoughts and desires contrary to God’s will—indicates the dawning of this day prophesied by 

Jeremiah. Although Jesus echoes the psalmist in referring to His executioners as “sinners” (Luke 

24:7), much of His teaching seems intended to move His hearers to see themselves as sinners 

who are dependent on God’s grace and in need of repentance. 

Throughout Jesus’ ministry, He preaches repentance. Yet, shocking His opponents, He shares 

table fellowship with those widely held to be “sinners,” including tax collectors and prostitutes. 

He reveals that this is a part of His missional vocation, as He has come “not to call the righteous, 

but sinners” (Matt 26:45; Mark 2:17). Through His table fellowship, Jesus proclaims that God’s 

desire for such sinners is not exclusion from His kingdom, but rather their repentance. He frames 

this repentance around devotion to Him rather than adherence to the law. 

Jesus’ ministry in relation to sin comes to a head with His death and resurrection, which early 

Christians saw as both a sacrificial offering on behalf of sinners and as a victorious defeat of sin 

itself. 

New Testament Metaphors for Sin. The early church retained the various metaphors for sin 

from the Old Testament discussed above, but reframed them around Christ’s life, teaching, 

death, and resurrection. Sin is seen as a burden, but one that has been borne by Christ. It is a 

debt, but one that has been paid by Christ. It is an offense, but one that has been removed by 

Christ. It is an illness, but one that can be healed by Christ. It is defiling, but one can be made 

pure through Christ. All of this is actualized through the sacraments of baptism and the 

Eucharist, in which Christians participate in Christ’s death and resurrection. 

The early church believed that Jesus’ death and resurrection inaugurated the new age, though 

they did not maintain that the old age had fully passed away. Thus, the early Christians find 

themselves still living in the world surrounded by sin until the second coming of Christ and the 

new creation. Therefore, the ethical demands for Christians are even more exacting than before 

Christ. Christians are called to live as members of the new covenant, with the law of Christ 

written on their hearts, not merely refraining from certain acts but purifying their hearts and 

minds and uniting their will to that of God. 

Moreover, sin comes to be seen not merely as the act of doing something wrong, nor even the 

act of thinking something wrong, but as an internal, impersonal force within each person and 

within the church, closely connected with the very personal force of Satan, who seeks to turn 

people away from God. Thus, in addition to the traditional Jewish metaphors for sin, we see in 

the New Testament battle imagery applied to one’s struggle against sin. Paul, for instance, calls 

the church in Rome “conquerors” (Rom 8:37) and calls truth, righteousness, and watchfulness 

the armor of God against the forces of evil (Eph 6:14–15). Similarly, those enslaved to sin find 

their redemption in Christ (Rom 8:15). 

Universality of Sin and Repentance in the New Testament. The New Testament writers keep 

in tension the possibility of falling into sin even while living by the ethics demanded by Christ’s 

victory over sin. Indeed, First John declares that if we say we have no sin, we not only deceive 

ourselves (1 John 1:8) but make God a liar as well (1 John 1:10). 
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Paul declares that “all have sinned” (Rom 3:23)—humanity’s continual sinning is connected 

to the original sin of Adam (Rom 5). Sin was not part of God’s original creation but was 

introduced by Adam (Rom 5:12). Since Adam’s sin, however, all humanity has participated in 

his sin through their own sinful actions. In his letters Paul reprimands individuals and groups 

within the early church for their sinful behavior. Nevertheless, Paul insists that because of the 

work of Christ, sin need not rule over anyone (Rom 6:14). Utilizing the metaphor of slavery, 

Paul posits the exchange of masters: Slaves to Adam’s sin can now be set free to become 

“slaves” of righteousness (Rom 6:18). 

Sin is therefore dealt with in the New Testament through continual repentance and 

confession. James indicates that such confession should not be confined within an individual’s 

mind but should be confessed in community (Jas 5:16). 

J. Jordan Henderson, “Sin,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 

(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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THE CATEGORIES OF SIN IN LEVITICUS 

If you look in the book of Leviticus, and especially if you include the books on either side—

Exodus and Numbers—you’ll see three general categories of sin: 

• Those that are committed by mistake (I’ll call those unintentional sin) 

• Those that are clear signs of rebellion at the other end of the spectrum (I’ll call those 

high-handed sins or apostate sins) 

• Those that appear to fall somewhere in between (I’ll call those intentional but not 

necessarily high-handed sins) 

 

Let me describe each of these three categories to you. 

Unintentional Sin 

The first is unintentional sin, a sin that you’ve committed by mistake. We might ask, how do 

you commit a sin by mistake? Leviticus 5:4 has an example: Somebody makes a vow, knows 

they have to keep it, but forgets about it. Perhaps they were busy, or they said the vow in the heat 

of the moment and later on forgot. As a result, they don’t keep the vow. That’s a sin; they made a 

promise to the Lord and broke the promise. But it was not an intentional sin; it’s completely 

unintentional. Many of us made promises we’ve forgotten, and we feel terribly about it, but we 

didn’t mean to do it. And when we do remember, we feel really bad. 

The key, though, is that we’ve still committed a wrong. If we break a promise, we have to 

apologize—even in human relationships—ask forgiveness and try to make things right. The 

same thing is going on here in Lev 5:4. The person asks for forgiveness and makes a sacrifice in 

order to atone. Because it was a mistake—unintentional—the Lord guarantees forgiveness by 

providing the sacrificial system. The sacrifice function is a gift from the Lord to the Israelites 

that enabled them to atone for the wrong, to have a clear conscience, to restore fellowship with 

the Lord, and not to worry that they’d receive further punishment or discipline in any way. 

High-Handed/Apostate Sins 

At the other end of the spectrum are high-handed sins, or apostate sins. These are committed 

by somebody who has completely rejected the Lord. They’re described in Num 15, which uses 

this phrase “high-handed” to describe them. It’s as though the person is raising their fist against 

the Lord. Numbers 15:30 begins, “But the person who does anything with a high hand, whether 

he is a native or resident alien, he is blaspheming the LORD; and that person shall be cut off 

from among his people. Because he has despised the word of the LORD and has broken his 
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commandment, that person shall be completely cut off; his sin will be on him” [Sklar’s 

translation]. 

It’s interesting that you can in fact see the phrase “with a high hand” used in other contexts to 

describe full-scale rebellion against the king. In 1 Kings 11:26 we read, “Also, Jeroboam son of 

Nebat rebelled”—it’s literally, there, “raised his hand”— “against the king.” That’s what’s going 

on here, back in Num 15, to describe these high-handed sins against the Lord. In fact, just look at 

the phrases surrounding “high-handed”: The person is blaspheming the Lord, despising the Word 

of the Lord, or breaking His commandment. This is the sin of a rebellious apostate. 

What’s important to notice here is that there is no automatic right to sacrificial atonement. In 

the context of Num 15, unintentional sin is atoned by sacrifice—you see that in verses 22–29—

but high-handed sin results in being “cut off”; that is to say, excommunicated from the people or 

perhaps even premature death. 

What if the person repented? Was atonement possible? It was possible. Think of the Israelites 

in Num 14 when they refuse to go into the promised land—apostasy, high-handed sin—and yet 

they are forgiven by the Lord. What must not be missed, though, is that in these situations there 

can also be further discipline. For the Israelites it was forty years in the wilderness and nonentry 

into the promised land. 

Intentional but Not Necessarily High-Handed Sins 

So far, we’ve got these two categories of sin, and you might be thinking, “Are those the only 

two categories there are? I’m thinking my sin is often not by mistake. Does that mean it’s high-

handed apostasy? Isn’t there a third category?” And the answer is, biblically, yes there is. The 

third category, which falls in between the two, might be called intentional but not necessarily 

high-handed sin. 

Leviticus 6:1–7 gives us a good example. Here, a person swears a false oath. They have 

taken something from somebody else or committed some sort of financial crime against them 

and sworn a false oath about it. This could be a sign of apostasy, and that’s why we call this 

category intentional but not necessarily high-handed sin. But there are many reasons someone 

might swear a false oath. They might have been embarrassed at what they had done, or they 

might have been afraid of the trouble that would result. And the Lord knows this, so He 

commands repentance, He commands repayment for the wrong, and He provides sacrifice for 

atonement. And we might assume there’s no further discipline from the Lord. 

Final Warning 

But the thing not to miss is this: With these three categories, the final warning, if you will, to 

keep in mind is that, while the Bible describes sin that falls into this middle category—

intentional but not necessarily high-handed, not necessarily apostate—it strongly discourages 

these sins. In fact, if you read through Num 15, you’ll see it doesn’t even mention this middle 

category; it only mentions the outside two. Why? Maybe it’s trying to underscore just how 

dangerous this middle category is. It’s not the person who sins by mistake that’s in danger of 

apostasy; it’s the person who sins intentionally. The step from intentional but not apostate sin to 

apostate sin is very short, and it’s very slippery. 

This explains why Jesus warns about sin so strongly. Do you remember, in the Sermon on the 

Mount, Jesus says, “If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is 
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better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And 

if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose 

one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.” In other words, “Fight sin with 

all that is within you because it has the power to drag you into hell.” If that sounds shocking to 

us, it might be because we’ve begun to look at sin more lightly than the Bible does. 
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RITUAL STATES: PART 1 

Introduction 

In this segment we’re going to talk about a concept that’s not very familiar to a lot of 

moderns today. It’s the concept of ritual states. 

Cultural Context 

Let me begin to get at this by reminding us that the Lord is a master communicator, and 

because of that, He speaks to us in language that we can understand. In order to speak to us in 

language we can understand, He will sometimes make use of cultural customs that are very 

familiar and understandable to the original audience in order to communicate His truth. So, for 

example, in 1 Thess 5:26 Paul says, “Greet all the brothers with a holy kiss.” Now, that’s not 

done in many cultures today, simply because in many cultures today it’s not common for men to 

kiss other men. But in Paul’s day and in some cultures today it is common, and it’s a way to 

show strong friendship. So, the Lord is using that cultural custom and commanding it for His 

people in that cultural context in order to teach them that in the body of Christ, you are to be 

good friends to one another. 

Ritual states work in the same way. They’re not common in many cultures today, but they 

were common in Israel’s day and in a few cultures today as well. What the Lord is doing is, He’s 

using this cultural concept in order to teach His people His truth. So, let me try to explain this 

more fully using five different questions over the next couple of segments. 

Definition of “Ritual State” 

The first question is this: What is a ritual state? Well, in Leviticus there are three basic ritual 

states: the impure, sometimes translated unclean; the pure, or clean; and the holy. These are 

called ritual states—that’s at least what scholars call them—because they guide the community 

with reference to the types of ritual actions a person may or may not do, or the ritual places a 

person may or may not go. So, for example, if you’re ritually pure, you can go to the tabernacle, 

but you can’t go inside of it. In order to go inside, you have to be ritually holy. And so, your 

ritual state is guiding you in terms of where you can go in terms of different levels of ritual space 

or ritual areas. 

A modern analogy would be cleanliness. A person who is very clean—scrubbed—may enter 

into an operating room. A person who is dirty may not. Your state of cleanness lets you know 

where you can go. Now, what’s important to note here is that these are ritual states and not moral 

states. What I mean is that if you’re ritually pure, that doesn’t necessarily mean you are more 

moral than a person who is ritually impure. It’s just like a person who is physically clean is not 

more morally upright, necessarily, than a person who is physically dirty. 

It’s certainly true that at some places in Leviticus, especially in Lev 18–26, the language of 

purity and impurity can describe moral states, but often, especially in chapters 1–16, it’s a ritual 

state that’s being described. It’s also important to note that because these aren’t describing moral 

states, it’s usually not wrong to become ritually impure. You become ritually impure, for 

example, by having sex with your spouse (Lev 15:18) or by having a baby (Lev 12:2)—both of 

which are good and proper activities to do: “Be fruitful and multiply.” 



60  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

Finally, here, I note that you could have different levels within these states. So, perhaps most 

famously, in the tent of meeting, the first room is holy; the second room is most holy. The priests 

are holy, but the high priest is holier still; therefore, he’s the only one that can go into the Most 

Holy Place. Some impurities, for example—just to show the different grades or levels at work 

here—some impurities could be spread and required sacrifice and at least seven days of waiting 

in order to be cleansed from them. Scholars call these major impurities. Other impurities could 

not be spread. They weren’t contagious, and you usually just had to wait until evening and 

maybe bathe yourself or launder your clothes. Scholars call these minor impurities. 

By way of summary, there are three ritual states and differing levels within them, and these 

states guided you where you could go or not go and what you could do or not do. 

Moving between States 

Second question: How do you move between states? For example, if you are pure or holy, 

how do you become impure? There are a number of different ways. For example, sometimes it 

involved contact with someone or something that was very ritually impure, that had a major 

impurity, like a dead body. Sometimes it came about through natural life processes, like 

childbirth or sex. 

Well, if that’s how you become impure, how do you become again pure or holy? Let me start 

with becoming pure. If you have a minor impurity, you wait until sunset, maybe bathe and 

launder, and then you become pure. If you’ve got a major impurity, you have to wait seven days 

and then offer a sacrifice. Sometimes, if it was very severe, like having ritually defiling skin 

diseases, you had to shave your entire body—it was like scraping your entire self-clean—and be 

anointed with oil. 

What about a priest who wanted to become holy? In this instance there is a special ceremony; 

it’s described in Lev 8. It’s like a super purifying ceremony because when you go through it, you 

don’t just become pure; you go to a higher level of purity, holiness itself. The priests would only 

have to do this once, and if they became impure, we could assume that they went through the 

normal cleansing to return to their normal state of holiness. 

In the next segment we will go on to the third question. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning ritual states. 

Ritual States: Impure, Pure, Holy 

A discussion of sin leads naturally to a discussion of impurity, since they are related in 

important ways. Atonement must be made for both on the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:16), and 

both can be treated as a ‘thing’ that needs to be taken away (16:19, 30). But sin and impurity also 

differ in important ways. Sin is rooted in moral wrongdoing; impurity is not. What is more, sin is 

an action; impurity is a state of being. Indeed, to understand impurity better, it is important to 

talk about the concept of ‘ritual states’, a concept very familiar to the ancient Israelites and their 

neighbors (Milgrom, 1991: 932–933) and familiar to many cultures today (Milgrom, 1991: 764–

765), even if it is very unfamiliar to many others. So, what exactly is a ‘ritual state’? 
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THE THREE RITUAL STATES. Generally speaking, there were three ritual states in Israel: 

the impure, the pure and the holy (sometimes known as the unclean, the clean and the holy). 

There are gradations within these states (see further below), but the states themselves were 

distinct. 

 

These are called ‘ritual states’, because they guide the community in understanding which 

ritual actions a person may (or may not) do or which ritual places a person may (or may not) go. 

Those who are impure, for example, may not partake of a fellowship offering, while those who 

are pure may do so (Lev. 7:19–20). A modern analogy is that of physical health and cleanness. A 

person with the flu may not go into a hospital to hold a newborn baby, while a person who is 

healthy may. A person who is healthy and sterilized may go into an operating room, but a person 

who is simply healthy may not. Just as your physical health and cleanness determine what you 

can do and where you can go in a hospital, the Israelites’ ritual state determined what they could 

do and where they could go in terms of ritual actions, places and times. 

As the chart below shows, there were often gradations within these states. For example, the 

high priest has a higher degree of ritual holiness than the other priests (cf. Lev. 21:1–7 with 

21:10–12), and for this reason, he alone is allowed to enter the Most Holy Place (16:32). 

Gradations are also evident in terms of people’s ritual impurity, which scholars often place on a 

continuum between two poles: ‘minor impurities’ and ‘major impurities’. Minor impurities are 

typically cleansed by bathing and/or laundering, they only last one day, and they are not 

contagious. The impurity that comes from sexual intercourse is an example (Lev. 15:18). By way 

of contrast, major impurities require several more rites for cleansing, last at least seven days and 

are contagious. The impurity that comes from an abnormal genital discharge is an example 

(15:2–15; for a more comprehensive list of major and minor impurities, see Jenson, 1992: 225–

226; Wright, 1987: 179–219). As the chart also shows, these gradations occur not only in the 

context of people, but also in terms of physical space (Exod. 26:33), time (see at 23:3) and food 

(see at 2:2–3). 

 

Gradations of Ritual Purity of Various Categories: 

Gradations are from least to most as this example shows 

Impure 

Pure 

Holy 

 

Category: People 

Major impurity 

Minor impurity 

Lay Israelites 

Levites 
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Priests 

High Priest 

 

Category: Space 

Certain places outside the camp 

The camp and certain places outside of it 

Tabernacle’s Holy Place 

Tabernacle’s Most Holy Place 

 

Category: Time 

Ordinary days 

Days with partial work prohibition 

Days with full work prohibition 

 

Category: Food 

Impure animals 

Pure animals 

Holy sacrifices 

Most holy sacrifices 

 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 44–46. 

Moving between the states 

By nature, the Israelites were in a state of purity. They transitioned from this state to another 

by means of certain activities or events. For example, to transition from impurity to purity, or 

purity to holiness, at least one of the following is involved (although often it is a combination of 

several): sacrifice (s), anointing with oil or blood (a), shaving (sh), bathing (b), laundering (l), the 

passage of time (t), or a change of clothing (cl). Similarly, to transition from holiness to purity 

(or impurity), or from purity to impurity, certain events were involved: contact with impurity (c), 

natural life processes (lp) (such as birth, death, menstruation, and certain diseases), or various 

activities (ac) (such as sexual intercourse). 
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Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 46–47. 

  



64  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

RITUAL STATES: PART 2 

Purposes of Ritual States 

The third question about these ritual states is simply this: What did the Lord want to teach 

His people by means of these states? There are two main answers. 

Reminders of Moral Purity 

First, these were reminders about moral purity. If the Israelites had to take such care seeking 

ritual purity and dealing properly with ritual impurity, it would have been easy for them to see 

“How much more do I need to do this in terms of moral purity—seeking moral purity in my life 

or avoiding and dealing properly with moral impurity when it comes along?” 

You see this in a place—this connection between the ritual and the moral aspects—in a place 

like Lev 20:24–26. These verses, which begin to talk about ritual matters, come after a long 

series of verses talking about moral commands regarding sexuality and other matters like 

idolatry. The Lord says, 

I am the LORD your God, who has set you apart from the nations. You must therefore 

make a distinction between clean and unclean animals and between unclean and clean birds. 

Do not defile yourselves by any animal or bird or anything that moves along the ground—

those that I have set apart as unclean for you. You are to be holy to me because I, the LORD, 

am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own. 

Why does he talk about all of these laws about ritually clean and unclean animals right after 

all of these laws on moral impurity? I’d suggest it’s to make clear that the one is to be a reminder 

of the other. In other words, these laws about ritual matters that cover all aspects of life—the 

food that the Israelites ate, having children, sexual relations, recovering from certain illnesses—

they were to be reminders, in all of life, all of those areas, of the importance of moral purity. The 

Lord weaves them into the Israelites’ daily lives as this constant reminder for them. 

I mentioned, in an earlier segment, my class that had to live Levitically for an entire week 

and how, at some point in the week as they kept a diary, almost every student in the class made 

the observation, “I’ve been thinking all day, every day, about matters of ritual purity and 

impurity, and all of a sudden I realize I need to be thinking this much about moral purity and 

impurity.” The laws on the one became reminders for the other. 

Pure and Holy God 

The second purpose of these laws was not just to serve as a reminder but to live morally pure 

lives because their God is a God of absolute purity and holiness. In other words, they were to 

teach the Israelites these different ritual states about the moral purity—the moral holiness—of 

the Lord. And again, you can see how this works out. From a ritual perspective, where does the 

Lord dwell? Well, in the tabernacle in the holy of holies, the place, ritually, that is absolutely the 

most holy. Why is He there? The Israelites are again to make the connection, “Oh, because He’s 

a God who is most holy from a moral level as well.” 

Cautions when Talking about Ritual States 

Fourth question on ritual states: What things do we need to be careful of when we’re talking 

about ritual states? Let me mention two in particular. 
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Ritual States ≠ Moral States 

The first one we’ve already noted, and that is that these are ritual states, not moral states. The 

second one is that we need to distinguish between the rationale behind a ritual state and the 

purpose of ritual states. With the rationale, my students are often asking, “Why do certain 

activities make you ritually impure? Why are certain animals ritually impure?” And the text 

doesn’t say. 

Various suggestions have been given. Some scholars have linked impurity with death and 

purity with life, and that can work in some instances. The Lord is holy, and obviously He’s most 

associated—He’s the Creator of life, and dead bodies are very defiling, and of course they’re 

very clearly associated with death. But this explanation doesn’t work for everything. What about 

something like sexual relations or having a baby? Both of these things make you ritually impure, 

even though they’re one of the greatest demonstrations of life. This leads to three different 

problems we actually need to keep in mind when we’re trying to identify the rationale behind 

ritual states. 

No Single Rationale 

The first problem is this: We sometimes assume there’s just one rationale that explains 

everything to do with ritual purity and impurity, like life and death. Well, it’s possible, but it’s 

equally possible there’s more than one rationale—that some things are impure for one reason and 

other things are impure for another. 

Historical Circumstances 

A second mistake—or, at least, area we need to be careful of here—is that sometimes the 

rationale could be rooted in historical circumstances that we just don’t know and can’t recover. 

For example, we know from Gen 32:32 that the Israelites didn’t eat the tendon attached to the hip 

socket of an animal. Why not? Well, Genesis 32 tells us: That’s where the Lord touched Jacob, 

and so the Israelites from then on no longer ate the tendon attached to the hip. But what if we 

didn’t know that story? What if all we knew is the Israelites didn’t eat that part of the animal? 

Would we ever be able to come up with the rationale? We would never get it. And it’s equally 

possible that with some of the things called unclean in Leviticus, it’s rooted in a historical reason 

that we just can’t recover. 

Rationale vs. Purpose 

A third aspect of this is that the Israelites themselves might not have known the rationale. 

Cultural customs often work this way. With my students I’ll often ask them, “When a man takes 

off his hat as he enters a church, why does he do that?” 

And the students raise their hand, look kind of bored, and say, “Well, it’s a sign of respect.” 

“Exactly,” I say. “Now, why is taking off your hat a sign of respect?” 

The students begin to think and look, and some suggest some reasons, but many just say, 

“That’s just the way it is.” 

Exactly. With a lot of cultural customs, people in the culture just know what the purpose is, 

even if they can’t explain the rationale. And that brings us back to the fact that with these laws, 

the purpose is clear. Whatever the rationale behind them is in terms of why something’s impure 
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or pure, the purpose of the laws is the Lord is using them to teach the Israelites the importance of 

moral purity in all of life as well as His own moral purity and holiness. 

Ritual Impurity vis-à-vis Morality 

Final question about ritual purity and impurity: Sometimes my students would ask, “Well, if 

an activity made you ritually impure, was it also viewed negatively? It seems that if something is 

resulting in ritual impurity, you would tend to look at that negatively, does it not?” And that 

leads to a bit of a problem because things like childbirth or having sex make you ritually impure. 

Does that mean the Israelites looked at these things negatively? 

I usually begin by saying, “Let’s be clear. The Bible speaks very positively of these 

activities. Proverbs 5 is very clear, very positive on its view of sex. The OT as a whole is very 

positive on children. And so, it’s very possible for Israelites to look at an activity that was 

ritually defiling and also view it positively. The question is how were they able to do that?” 

This is an analogy I’ve used that is often helpful for my students as they think through these 

things. Imagine a father on a Sunday morning before church. He’s out playing football with his 

kids in the yard. It’s raining, and so by the time that they’re done, he and all the kids is covered 

head to toe in mud. Before they go to church, of course, they must clean themselves. They must 

wash the dirt off because to go to church dirty would be a sign of disrespect. If the children then 

said, “Well, Dad, does that mean the Lord doesn’t like football?” the father would explain, “Of 

course not. No, this mud is just a natural result we have to take care of, but the Lord delights 

when you and I play these games together.” 

And it’s the same for Israelites with these various activities that resulted in impurity. They 

understood the impurity to be a natural result from the activity, but they also understood that the 

activity itself was a good gift from God. And so, they would be able to look at it as something to 

give God glory for and thanks for as they enjoyed His good gifts of children and His good gift of 

sex. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the purposes of ritual 

states. 

The purposes of the ritual states 

It is possible to identify three purposes served by the ritual states. First, they reinforced the 

Israelites’ understanding of the Lord’s holiness. Where did he live? In a ritually holy royal palace 

(the tent of meeting) in the most holy room in that palace (the ‘Most Holy Place’). Who were his 

servants? The ritually holy priests. What prevented someone from partaking in a fellowship 

offering made to him? Being ritually impure. All the laws related to ritual states were like the 

strokes of a pen, underlining again and again the sentence: ‘The Lord is holy!’ 

But these laws also underlined a related sentence: ‘The Lord wants his people to reflect his 

holiness.’ To be holy is to be set apart as distinct (p. 39), and the Israelites were now the people 

of the holy Lord. How could they demonstrate his concern for holiness to the world? By making 

careful distinctions in the realm of ritual states and, in particular, by respecting and guarding that 

which was holy. 
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And this leads directly to the third purpose of these laws: they were to serve as constant 

reminders to the Israelites that the Lord wanted them to be holy in all of life, not just from a 

ritual perspective, but also from a moral perspective (see at 20:22–26). In other words, as the 

Israelites made these distinctions between purity and impurity from a ritual perspective, they 

were constantly reminded that they had been set apart to be a people of purity from a moral 

perspective (cf. Matt. 23:25–26 for those who missed the purpose of the reminder). And because 

they were to make these distinctions in many areas of their everyday life (meals, sickness, bodily 

processes), all of life became an opportunity for them to remember that they had been set apart as 

distinct to be the Lord’s holy people, reflecting his holy character to the watching world. Wright 

summarizes well: 

… ritual cleanness, from the kitchen to the sanctuary, was meant to symbolize God’s 

greater requirement of moral integrity, social justice and covenant loyalty. In fact, as the 

prophets (and Jesus) vigorously pointed out, if these latter things were lacking, then ritual 

cleanness of the most scrupulous kind at every level was worthless. If Christians were as 

serious about moral distinctiveness as Israel was about ritual cleanness, then our ‘salt’ and 

‘light’ might have greater power in the world.10 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 48–49. 
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ATONEMENT: PART 1 

The What and Why of Atonement 

So, what is atonement, and why do we need it? The Bible is clear that the Lord hates evil and 

must punish it; must bring His justice to bear against it. Sometimes today the Lord’s judgment is 

viewed negatively, as though He’s this angry God just waiting to bring down His wrath. But the 

Lord’s judgment should, on the one hand, fill us with praise. If He hates sin, that means that He 

is righteous and will bring justice to bear against evil. In fact, we could put it as a question: 

“What if the most powerful being in the universe did not hate evil?” That would be something 

that should fill us with fear. 

At the same time, on the other hand, God’s hatred of evil should fill us with fear because 

we’ve all done wrong. We are all deserving of His justice. Think of the greatest commandments 

that God gives: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength”; and 

“Love your neighbor as yourself.” How many of us have perfectly loved all of those around us 

this past year and not said or done anything hurtful or wrong? And this is one of the greatest 

commandments that we’ve broken. That means we deserve God’s justice and need a way out. 

That’s where atonement comes in. 

Atonement as Ransom and Purification 

The Hebrew word that’s used is ִכֶפר (kipper). It’s often translated “to atone” or “to make 

atonement.” The idea of kipper (“atonement”) is made up, really, of two components, ransom 

and purification. 

Ransom 

Let me begin with ransom. In various texts we can see that this Hebrew word ִכֶפר/kipper (“to 

atone”) and a word meaning “ransom” (ֹכֶפר/kopher) are used together. They’re built on the same 

root and used together in a place like Exod 30:12–16, where it becomes clear that ransom 

(kopher) and kipper (“to make atonement”) have this close connection. Now, what happens is, 

when we think of ransom, we think of the innocent party giving money to the guilty party, like 

the family of the kidnapped person gives money to the kidnapper. In the Bible, however, it’s 

usually the other way around. The guilty party is giving ransom to the innocent party, to the 

party that’s been wronged. 

A place that you can see this clearly is a place like Exod 21:28–32. It’s a law about two oxen. 

The law goes like this: If somebody owns an ox and that ox goes and kills somebody else, then 

the owner of the ox goes free—he didn’t know his ox was going to do that—but the ox is killed, 

and its meat is not eaten. But then the law goes on. What if, say, I own the ox, and I knew that 

my ox was in the habit of goring people, and I didn’t guard it carefully and now it goes and kills 

somebody’s child, for example? Well, in that instance, not only is the ox killed; I also am subject 

to the death penalty. There is, however, a way out. The text says that if a ransom is placed upon 

me—I don’t have the right to demand it; it has to be placed upon me, undoubtedly by the 

offended party—then I’m able to pay the ransom and go free. And what that means is that 

ransom is characterized by four things. First, it’s a mitigated penalty; I’m giving money instead 

of dying. Second, it’s an act of grace; it’s placed upon me. It’s up to the offended party to allow 

this; they would be fully within their rights to have me executed. A third thing, it delivers me 
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from punishment; and a fourth thing, it restores peace to the relationship. That’s what ransom is 

and what ransom does. 

Purification 

Now, there’s a possible problem here when it comes to this verb ִכֶפר/kipper. One problem is 

that this word (“to make atonement”) occurs sometimes in purification contexts. A woman has a 

baby and is impure, and she needs to make atonement? That doesn’t seem to make sense to us. A 

second problem is we can see objects in the tabernacle, like the altar, are the also object of this 

verb. You atone the altar. What wrong has the altar done? 

These problems have led to a second understanding of what ִכֶפר (kipper) (or “atonement”) 

means, and that is “purification,” not just ransom but, in some context, “purification.” Support 

for this understanding comes in the simple fact that the language of purification and atonement 

occur together. Think of Leviticus 16:30: “on this day atonement will be made for you, to 

cleanse you.” So, you can see why some would associate atonement more with the cleansing 

idea. This would also work really well in contexts of impurity: The woman has had a baby, she’s 

impure, and she needs atonement. Why? Because she needs to be cleansed. 

Both Involved 

And so, what’s happened is that some scholars have suggested that the word ִכֶפר (kipper) (“to 

make atonement”) refers to ransom in some contexts and purification in other contexts. I’d 

suggest that a better approach is to see that ransom and purification are both involved in every 

context. Why? 

• Think of sin: On the one hand, it endangers—you need ransom—but it also pollutes. You 

see this again in Lev 16: “because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse 

you. Then, before the LORD, you will be clean from all your sins.” 

• Think of impurity: Of course, it pollutes—needs cleansing—but it also endangers. So 

Leviticus 15:31, for example, says, “You must keep the Israelites separate from things 

that make them unclean, so they will not die in their uncleanness for defiling my dwelling 

place, which is among them.” 

Let me summarize by saying atonement, then, refers to “ransom-cleansing.” Both are 

involved. Sometimes the emphasis will be more on one, sometimes the other; but again, both 

things are going to be involved. You can see this in the NT. The sacrifice of Jesus is sometimes 

described using ransom language. Mark 10:45 says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to 

be served, but to serve, and to give his life”—what? — “as a ransom for many.” At other times, 

the sacrifice of Jesus and its effects are described using cleansing language. And so, in 1 John 

1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from 

all unrighteousness.” 

It’s not one or the other—ransom or cleansing—it’s both. God’s atonement rescues us from 

danger and cleanses us of impurity and sin, and that makes atonement a very precious gift 

indeed. 
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Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning sacrifice and 

atonement as it relates to ransom and purification. 

Sacrifice and Atonement 

…the Israelites faced a burning question at this point in their history: How can the holy and 

pure King of the universe dwell in our midst, without his holiness melting us in our sin and 

impurity? The answer is atonement. 

ATONEMENT AS RANSOM. The key Hebrew term is kipper, used whenever sacrificial 

atonement is being described: ‘In this way the priest will make atonement [kipper] for the 

leader’s sin, and he will be forgiven’ (4:26b). In at least some contexts, it is clear that the term is 

related to the Hebrew word for ‘ransom’ (kōper) (Levine, 1974: 67; Milgrom, 1991: 1082–1083; 

cf. esp. Exod. 30:12 with 30:15–16). In the Old Testament, a ‘ransom’ has the following 

characteristics: 

1. It is a legally or ethically legitimate payment; 

2. It delivers a guilty party from a just punishment that is the right of the offended party 

to execute or to have executed; 

3. It is a lesser punishment than was originally expected; 

4. It is up to the offended party whether or not to accept the payment; and 

5. Its acceptance serves both to rescue the life of the guilty and to appease the offended 

party, thus restoring peace to the relationship.11 

This means that, in at least some instances, atonement is characterized by the payment of a 

ransom (sacrifice) on behalf of the guilty party (the sinner) to the offended party (the Lord). 

This understanding seems to work best in contexts of sin, in which the sinner is obviously in 

danger of the Lord’s wrath and in need of ransoming. It is less clear—at least at first glance—

that it works as well in contexts of ritual impurity, in which no sin has been committed (e.g., 

Lev. 12:7). This leads to a second approach to the term kipper. 

ATONEMENT AS PURIFICATION. Several authors have proposed that kipper refers at 

times to purification (Levine, 1974: 56–61; Milgrom, 1991: 1040, 1080–1082). Not only does 

this fit well in contexts where ritual impurity is being addressed; it also finds support in the fact 

that the word kipper is used alongside other words for purification, such as ṭihar (‘to purify’) and 

hiṭṭē’ (‘to cleanse’) (cf. Lev. 16:30a). Authors following this approach are more likely to 

translate kipper with ‘to purify/effect purgation’ in contexts where impurity is being addressed, 

and with ‘to atone/expiate’ or ‘to make atonement/expiation’ in contexts where sin is being 

addressed. In the former case, the focus is on cleansing; in the latter, it is on averting the Lord’s 

wrath (see discussion in Sklar, 2005: 4–7). 

While this approach seems straightforward, it turns out that it is not always easy to choose 

between the two translations. For example, Numbers 35:31–33 states that no act of kipper can be 

made for land defiled by bloodshed, except by shedding the slayer’s blood. Milgrom (1991: 

1082) understands kipper here to refer to the ‘ransom’ (kōper) principle, a view that seems 

justified on the basis of the word ransom (kōper) in verses 31 and 32. And yet the text is also 

clear that shed blood pollutes (v. 33) and defiles (v. 34) the land, suggesting that the act of kipper 

must not only ransom, but also cleanse (see esp. v. 33). Indeed, texts such as Numbers 35:31–33 
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suggest that the ideas of ‘ransoming’ and ‘purification’ might be held together in the term kipper. 

It is to this possibility that we now turn. 

ATONEMENT AS ‘RANSOM-PURIFICATION’. In order to understand why kipper can 

refer to both ransom and purification, it is vital to understand an important similarity between the 

two: sin and impurity both endanger (requiring ransom), and both pollute (requiring 

purification). 

 

1. Sin endangers and pollutes. It is clear that intentional sins endanger: they typically result 

in the sinner being put to death (Lev. 8:35; 24:16, etc.), being ‘cut off’ (Lev. 7:20; 17:4, etc.), or 

‘bearing their sin’ (i.e. being punished for it; see at 5:1). But it is also the case that unintentional 

sins endanger the sinner. For example, in Leviticus 4:3 we read that an unintentional sin by the 

high priest results in the people suffering until it has been properly addressed (see at 4:3), and 

Leviticus 17:11 makes clear that sacrificial blood, which is presented primarily in the context of 

unintentional sin (4:13, 22, 27, etc.), ransoms the sinner’s life, thus rescuing it from danger (see 

at 17:11). 

But sin also pollutes. The Israelites are described as being ‘cleansed’ from their sin on the 

Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:30). Furthermore, it appears that sin was viewed as that which 

defiled the sanctuary in particular, almost as though it were an impure dust that settled on the tent 

of meeting and its contents, or a defiling dishonor that clung to the home of the sinner’s covenant 

Lord (see at 4:1–5:13 Context; 4:5–7; 8:14–17; 16:11–16a). This in turn suggests that kipper in 

these contexts can refer to an element of cleansing as well as ransom. 

2. Impurity pollutes and endangers. The same is true in contexts of impurity. Naturally, there 

is no question that impurity pollutes and must therefore be cleansed. But not all cleansing rites 

are the same. In particular, while minor impurities can be cleansed by means of various rites 

other than sacrifice, the cleansing of a major impurity always involves sacrificial atonement 

(kipper; see Sklar, 2005: 127–128). Why is this so? 

As Milgrom (1976: 391, 394) has argued, those who suffer from a major impurity defile the 

sanctuary and its contents, even if they have not had direct contact with them. This is suggested 

by the simple fact that those suffering from a major impurity must bring a purification offering 

(Lev. 12:6; 14:19; 15:15). As the blood of this offering has a purifying function (Lev. 8:15), and 

is placed on the sanctuary and its contents, it follows that the sanctuary and its contents have 

been polluted by the major impurity and are in need of cleansing. 

This leads to a second consideration: namely, the defiling of holy objects is a sin of the most 

serious consequences (7:20–21; 22:3, 9). True, those with a major impurity did not intend to 

defile the sanctuary or its contents, which is why sacrificial atonement is so readily available: it 

was an unintentional sin. But even the unintentional defiling of holy things was considered a sin 

and had to be addressed (cf. Num. 6:9–12). This in turn means that major impurities do not only 



72  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

defile; they also endanger. Thus, the kipper-rite must cleanse the impurity (purification) and 

rescue the endangered person (ransom). 

The implication of the above discussion is straightforward: when the verb kipper occurs in 

contexts of sin or impurity, it has both ‘ransom’ and ‘purification’ in view. At times, the aspect 

of ransom may be emphasized, and at others, that of purification, but the fact that sin and 

impurity in sacrificial contexts both endanger and pollute implies atonement must address both 

realities. In short, the verb kipper refers to ‘ransom-purification’: that which rescues the sinful 

and impure from the wrath of the Lord (ransom) and cleanses their sin and impurity 

(purification). Both elements are part of sacrificial atonement. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 50–53. 

Atonement 

The means of reconciliation between God and people. Emerges in the Old Testament as part 

of the sacrificial system; reframed exclusively around the person and work of Jesus Christ in the 

New Testament. 

INTRODUCTION. Atonement is one of the few theological terms with roots in the English 

language. It is the process by which two (typically estranged) parties are made “at-one” with 

each other. The Old Testament usually mentions atonement in the context of worship, primarily 

in reference to temple sacrifices. The word does not occur in the New Testament, but the concept 

is implied throughout—particularly in the metaphoric imagery used to describe the saving work 

of Christ. 

This article explores atonement as it is understood in both Testaments with reference to the 

ancient Near Eastern context of Hebraic atonement rituals, as well as developments from the 

intertestamental and early church periods. 

OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND. 

Meaning and Means of Atonement. The Hebrew word for atone (ַפר  kaphar) conveys the ,כָּ

idea of covering, both in the sense of covering to hide and also covering for someone (i.e., not 

charging someone with an offense or penalty). Atonement for sin was made by sacrificing an 

unblemished animal, although that is not always the case. Exceptions including money (Exod 

30:14–16), prayer (Exod 32:30–33), the scapegoat (Lev 16:10), and incense (Num 16:46–47) are 

said to atone for sin under certain circumstances without requiring death. People are not the only 

recipients of atonement—inanimate objects like the altar (Exod 29:36–37) and holy place (Lev 

16:16) are also said to be atoned. 

The Old Testament never reveals what transpires on a metaphysical level when a sacrifice is 

offered to God. Instead, the Torah focuses on the means of atonement, describing the specific, 

necessary steps to reach reconciliation. While a variety of sacrifices are prescribed by the 

Pentateuch and depicted throughout the Old Testament, the primary passages for understanding 

atonement in the sacrificial system are Lev 4–6 and 16. 

Leviticus 4–6 describes the process for making sin and guilt offerings. For the sin offering, 

an unblemished animal was presented and killed, then its blood was sprinkled and/or smeared on 

the altar. The fat of the animal was removed and burned atop the altar. When the nation of Israel 

or a priest was found guilty of sin, the sacrifice must be a bull. Individuals could offer a lamb, 
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goat, or (for the poor) two small birds. Stipulations for guilt offerings are similar, but include 

restitution paid by the guilty party for their crime (Lev 5:14–19). While the two modes of 

offering are distinct from one another, the terms sin and guilt are used interchangeably in Lev 

5:17–6:7 (see especially Lev 7:7). 

The Day of Atonement (Lev 16) was a more complex ceremony involving special priestly 

garments, five sacrificial animals (one bull, two goats, and two rams), incense, and the 

purification of the holy place. After the bull had been killed to atone for the sins of the priest, lots 

were cast over the two goats. One of the goats was killed and its blood used to purify the holy 

place; the people’s sins would be confessed over the other—the scapegoat—which was then 

released into the wilderness to carry away that sin. The two rams were then presented as a guilt 

offering for the priest and the people, and the fat of the bull and the slain goat was burned on the 

altar to conclude the ceremony. 

The elaborate nature and blood sacrifice of these ceremonies attest the gravity with which the 

Old Testament views sin. The people’s participation in the ceremonies speaks to the dynamic, 

covenantal relationship between God and Israel. 

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN CONTEXT. Old Testament sacrificial rituals find numerous 

parallels in the practices of other ancient Near Eastern societies. In the Hittite ritual of Ulippi, 

they slaughtered a sheep and used its blood to consecrate a new temple. Other examples include 

the Hittite rituals of Ambazi and Huwarlu in which some form of evil (typically a sickness, 

tension, or pestilence) was transferred from a person to an animal that was then taken outside the 

camp and released (paralleling the scapegoat; see Wright, Disposal, 31–74). 

The Babylonians had a number of rituals based on their cognate for the Hebrew kaphar. 

Chief among these was the procedure for purifying the temple of Nabu, god of wisdom. They 

decapitated a ram and rubbed its carcass throughout the inner chamber of the temple to remove 

impurities. The Babylonians also had a personal atonement ceremony that involved using dough 

to expiate uncleanliness and/or sin. Unfortunately, very few details are known about this ritual, 

and it appears to have no direct parallel in the Old Testament (Ringgren, Sacrifice, 31). 

INTERTESTAMENTAL DEVELOPMENTS. The Hebraic understanding of atonement 

continued to develop during the intertestamental period, influenced by the impact of Hellenism 

on Jewish life and culture. While some Jews chose withdrawal from society, developing their 

atonement theology under self-imposed isolation, others engaged (often violently) with the 

reigning superpower, leading to notions of atonement that embraced martyrdom and self-

sacrifice. Along with these two approaches, the Greeks also possessed atonement-related ideas. 

All of these are helpful for understanding what the concept of atonement came to symbolize in 

the era leading up to the birth of Christ. 

Atonement was an important concept for the Jewish separatists at Qumran; it was linked 

closely with their understanding of salvation. God was seen as the acting agent in atonement and 

people as the recipients. “For the Qumran covenanters, God has a dispute with the whole human 

race in which mankind is in the wrong and God is the right. Man’s appropriate response in this 

situation is to take sides with God’s justice against sinful mankind including one’s self, 

submitting to God’s just punishment and accepting with gratitude any favor God may graciously 

bestow” (Garnet, Salvation, 112). Atonement was thus achieved through the spirit of holiness 

bestowed by God on the members of the community and manifested through obedient adherence 

to the law (see further Garnet, Salvation, 112–20). 
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The deuterocanonical text of 2 Maccabees presents a notably different view of atonement, 

bridging Old Testament sacrificial rituals with Greek notions of martyrdom. Chapters 6–7 

recount the desecration of the temple by Antiochus Epiphanes, bringing an end to the sacrificial 

system (6:1–12); and the martyrdom of Eleazar the scribe (6:18–31), an unnamed mother, and 

her seven sons (ch. 7). The author of 2 Maccabees interprets these events as divine judgment of 

Israel. The last of the seven brothers to be martyred may be presenting their deaths as atoning 

sacrifices when he says “I, like my brothers, give up body and life for the laws of our ancestors, 

appealing to God to show mercy soon to our nation and by trials and plagues to make you 

confess that he alone is God, and through me and my brothers to bring to an end the wrath of the 

Almighty that has justly fallen on our whole nation” (2 Mac 7:37–38; see the discussion in 

Williams, Maccabean Martyr Traditions, 27–63). 

The Greeks were familiar with legends of heroic figures who willingly offered their lives on 

behalf of others, often achieving godhood as a result. The plays of Euripides, Plato’s account of 

the death of Socrates, and Livy’s description of Decius’ death on behalf of Rome—to name a 

few examples—all offer praise to the devotion of human martyrs (Williams, Maccabean Martyr 

Traditions, 33–37; Hengel, Atonement, 4–6). What was unheard of in the Graeco-Roman world 

was the notion that heroic martyrdom could be achieved by a Jewish peasant on behalf of the 

entire universe. The very suggestion that God would initiate such an act, marking the advent of a 

new eschatological era, seemed to catch both the Jewish and Hellenistic worlds by surprise (see 1 

Cor 1:23). 

NEW TESTAMENT FORMULATIONS. While the concept of atonement is centrally 

important to the New Testament, the word itself is never used. The Greek terms that come 

closest (ἱλαστήριον, hilastērion; and ἱλάσκομαι, hilaskomai) are better translated “expiate” or 

“propitiate,” as in the ESV (e.g., Rom 3:25 and Heb 2:17). The New Testament frames the 

Hebraic understanding of atonement around the person and work of Christ, centered especially 

on His death on a Roman cross. 

The New Testament authors interpreted Christ’s death as the once-and-for-all atonement 

event, fulfilling and surpassing all other means humans had previously relied on to atone for sin. 

Payments of money to the temple, incense, and all other forms of securing reconciliation with 

God are eclipsed by the cross. Even the sacrifices and atoning rituals of the first covenant are 

reinterpreted as having been effective only in light of Christ (Heb 9). 

Despite this radical interpretation of the means of atonement in the New Testament, much of 

the theology surrounding the meaning of atonement remains the same. As in the Old Testament, 

sin remains a problem, alienating humans from God and leaving us in need of redemption (Rom 

1:18–32). The New Testament authors often view Christ’s death as a parallel to the Suffering 

Servant of Isaiah (compare Matt 8:17 and Isa 53:4) who carries the sins of many, lifts their 

iniquities, and is even referred to as a “guilt offering” (Isa 53:10–12; compare Lev 5:14–19). In 

keeping with the Old Testament, God is the initiator of atonement who provides a means for 

people to receive cleansing and enter into a relationship with him (John 3:16–17). Additionally, 

the cross is understood as an act of self-sacrificial obedience by Christ, enacted as a 

demonstration of the Father’s love for sinful humanity (Rom 5:8). 

New Testament authors employ a number of vivid metaphors to explain the atoning work of 

Christ. Drawn from various spheres of public life, these images enabled the earliest Christians to 

better understand the significance of Christ’s death and the meaning of atonement. The 
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remainder of this section will explore five of the most significant atonement metaphors in the 

New Testament: ransom, sacrifice, reconciliation, victory, and Second Adam. 

Ransom. Likely the oldest metaphor for atonement in the Christian tradition, “ransom” is the 

term provided by Christ in the Gospels to interpret his impending death: “the Son of Man came 

not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mar 10:45 ESV). In the 

Graeco-Roman world “ransom” (λύτρον, lytron) referred to the price paid for the release of a 

slave or captive. Such an image is not far from Paul’s reminder to the Corinthian believers that 

they had been “bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:20; 7:23 ESV). In the New Testament framing, 

humanity is the captive that has been ransomed from the powers of sin and death through the 

atoning work of Christ. The ransom motif also resonated in a Jewish context, connected with 

God’s ransoming of Israel from slavery (Exod 6:6, 13). In line with this, 1 Peter 1:18–19 says: 

“you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers … with the precious blood 

of Christ” (ESV). 

Sacrifice. “Sacrifice” is by far the most common image for atonement in the Old Testament, 

and it is also the most common way the New Testament speaks of Christ’s death. The author of 

Hebrews envisioned Christ as both sacrifice and high priest (Heb 10:11–14). Sacrifice is also 

Paul’s preferred language; his writings establish the substitutionary nature of Christ’s death for 

sinners, in line with the sacrificial system of the Old Testament (Green & Baker, Recovering, 

63–67). Christ identified with people in their fallen state (Rom 8:3) and was made sin (2 Cor 

5:21), sharing in our death so that we might share in his resurrection (Phil 3:10–11). In John’s 

Gospel, Jesus is similarly hailed as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” 

(John 1:29). 

Reconciliation. Closely related to the image of sacrifice is that of reconciliation. In much the 

same way that Jesus restored sinners and outcasts to right relationship in the context of first-

century Judaism, the death of Christ reconciles the world with God (Eph 2:16; Col 1:20). God is 

the initiator of the reconciliatory work of Christ, restoring right relationship between a rebellious 

people and Himself and setting a precedent for the church’s ongoing ministry of reconciliation (2 

Cor 5:18–19). 

Victory. A number of New Testament authors portray the death of Christ as His victory over 

sin. The mocking treatment of Jesus by the Roman soldiers—dressing Him in a purple robe, 

placing a crown of thorns on His head, and hailing Him as king of the Jews (Mark 15:17–18)—

ironically casts the crucifixion as a coronation ceremony of sorts. Both Colossians and 

Revelation portray the death of Christ as a cosmic victory over the powers of evil (Col 2:13–15 

and Rev 12:10–11). Luke-Acts focuses the salvific power of Christ on His post-resurrection 

exaltation by God (Acts 2:36; 5:30–31; Green & Baker, Recovering, 69–77). Christ was raised 

up in His death and resurrection, victoriously securing humanity’s atonement. 

Second Adam. While the atonement metaphors above focus primarily on the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, His incarnation as the Second Adam attributes atoning significance to His 

entire life. The angel’s message to Joseph in the opening chapter of Matthew connects the 

salvation Jesus brings with His status as Immanuel, “God-with-us” (Matt 1:21–23). Similarly, in 

the Gospel of John, the incarnation of the Word in human flesh is presented as the means through 

which grace has become available (John 1:14–17). Paul also viewed Christ’s arrival “in the 

likeness of men” as the precursor to His atoning death and exaltation (Phil 2:5–11 ESV). In the 

incarnation, Christ became God’s perfect image, the Second Adam who overcomes death (see 

Rom 5:12–21). In sum, “what Adam did, Jesus undid to excess. Adam disobeyed God and 



76  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

brought death, but Jesus obeyed God and so passed on (abundant, eternal) life for all” 

(McKnight, Community, 58). 

EARLY CHURCH. In the world of the early church, worshiping someone who had been 

crucified was a scandal. Jews and Greeks alike rejected the notion that someone worthy of 

worship (or for Jews, the Messiah) would suffer and die in such a disgraceful manner. In addition 

to the biblical metaphors discussed above, the earliest Christians answered their challengers by 

narrating the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the 

Gospel accounts devote so much space to Calvary—depicting Christ as fully aware and 

accepting of His fate and the cross as the culmination of His atoning mission (Green & Baker, 

Recovering, 13–20). 

Church fathers Irenaeus (ca. AD 130–202) and Athanasius (ca. AD 297–373) were among 

the first Christian writers to produce explicitly theological accounts of the atonement. Their work 

represents a theory of the atonement that contemporary scholars call recapitulation. Broadly 

speaking, recapitulation teaches that Jesus “recapitulated” the life of Adam, Israel, and all 

people, bringing humanity into fullness before God. This recapitulation has two dimensions: 

exclusive and inclusive. Exclusively speaking, Christ stands alone as humanity’s substitute, 

achieving the perfect life none of us could live. In an inclusive sense, Christ incorporates us into 

the divine life so that we may join with Him in His suffering and glory (McKnight, Community, 

100–106). 

D. Brockway, “Atonement,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 

(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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ATONEMENT: PART 2 

Divine Act of Grace 

Atonement, properly understood, is this tremendous act of grace. We usually think of 

sacrifice as something that we give to God, which is, of course, true in a certain sense. But the 

key verse in Leviticus about sacrifice turns that idea completely on its head. Leviticus 17:11 

reads as follows: “For the life of the body is the blood, and I myself have given it to you on the 

altar to make atonement for your lives, for it is the blood, by means of the life, that makes 

atonement.” In the Hebrew there’s an emphasis on the word “I”; the Lord gives an extra “I” in 

the verse there: “I myself have given this to you.” Sacrifice wasn’t, first and foremost, something 

the Israelites gave to the Lord; it was, first and foremost, something that He had given to them as 

a gracious gift to enable them to make atonement for themselves. 

Work of Jesus 

This brings us to thinking of atonement in the work of Jesus. Jesus’ sacrificial death perfectly 

fulfills all these elements of sacrificial atonement from the OT in terms of ransom, in terms of 

purification, and in terms of grace. 

Ransom 

In terms of ransom, with sacrificial atonement—you remember how ransom worked—it was 

this mitigated penalty, it was an act of grace, it was up to the offended party to accept it, it 

delivered the guilty from punishment, and it restored peace to the relationship. With Jesus, He’s 

the one who takes our penalty; it’s a complete act of grace. He not only accepts it but offers it to 

us. It delivers us from punishment and restores peace in our relationship with God—ransom. 

Purification 

Think in terms of purification or cleansing. In the OT, the sacrifices function to cleanse from 

sin and ritual impurity. In the NT, Jesus’ sacrifice functions to cleanse us from sin and from 

moral impurity. 

Grace 

Grace. In Leviticus 17:11 we see that act of grace: “I myself have given this ransom payment 

to you on the altar.” In Romans 5:7–8 in the NT, we read, “Very rarely will anyone die for a 

righteous person, though for a good person someone might possibly dare to die. But God 

demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” More 

than that, in the OT, you still had to bring the sacrifice. In the NT, God, the offended party, 

provides the ultimate sacrifice, one we could never afford, and does this all because of His love 

for us. It’s an unbelievable act of loving grace toward us. 

Now, that is a God who is worthy of our praise. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the Lord’s role and 

the role of blood in the atonement. 
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The Lord’s role in atonement 

As noted at 17:11, the ability of guilty sinners to ransom their lives by means of sacrificial 

lifeblood was a gracious gift from the Lord. The second phrase of Leviticus 17:11 highlights this 

in the Hebrew, by emphasizing the first-person ‘I’: ‘and I myself have given it to you on the altar 

to make atonement for your lives’ (my trans.). This actually turns the idea of sacrifice on its head 

(Schwartz, 1991: 51). Sacrifice was indeed something the Israelites gave to the Lord, but it was 

first and foremost something he granted to them, in his grace, as a means of atoning for sin and 

achieving the forgiveness they so desperately desired. This is the very opposite of the common 

human impulse to earn salvation from God. It is a bold declaration that salvation comes only 

when God in his grace grants it to us. 

This is seen with even greater clarity in Jesus’ sacrifice, for here it is no longer guilty sinners 

presenting an atoning sacrifice to ransom themselves, but the offended King who has himself 

provided the atoning sacrifice to ransom guilty sinners, all because of his love for them: ‘But 

God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ died for us’ 

(Rom. 5:8; cf. John 3:16). Sinners do not earn this salvation; they receive it from God as a gift of 

his grace, mercy and love. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 54. 

Blood (ם  (dam; αἷμα, haima ,דָּ

In the Bible, blood functions as a symbol of life and death and serves as a sacred substance in 

sacrificial rituals for purification, consecration, and atonement. 

BLOOD AND LIFE. The Old Testament writers recognized that blood (ם -dam) was a life ,דָּ

sustaining substance (Gen 9:5). The connection between life (ֶפש  nephesh) and blood is also ,ֶנֶ֫

evident in the parallel usage of expressions about taking someone’s life (nephesh) and shedding 

blood (dam; e.g., Gen 37:21–22). The New Testament uses “blood” (αἷμα, haima) in this sense 

to refer to living beings (John 1:13), sometimes using the hendiadys “flesh and blood” (Matt 

16:17; Gal 1:16 LEB; 1 Cor 15:50). Shedding blood is also used to indicate murder or death 

because loss of blood resulted in loss of life (Rom 3:15; Heb 12:4). 

The biblical prohibition against eating blood was tied to its association with life and the 

recognition that it represented the essence (nephesh) of a living being (Gen 9:4; Lev 3:17; 7:26; 

17:10–11; Deut 12:23). One consequence of Saul’s foolish oath prohibiting his army from eating 

while they pursued the Philistines was that some of the Israelites became so desperate for food 

that once they defeated the Philistines, they began devouring the spoil—blood and all (1 Sam 

14:28–32). Others reported the offense to Saul, who had to set up a designated spot for the 

animals to be butchered and the blood drained (1 Sam 14:33–34). In the New Testament, the 

instruction to abstain from consuming blood is one of the few requirements that the council of 

Jerusalem sees fit to expect from Gentile Christians (Acts 15:29). 

 

SACRIFICE AND RITUAL. After God prohibits consuming blood (Gen 9:4), He also 

prohibits the shedding of human blood because humankind bears the image of God (Gen 9:6). 

The blood of animals could still be shed if the appropriate procedures were followed. Typically, 

the slaughter should be in the context of a sacrifice where the blood could be handled properly 

(Lev 17:1–7). In the case of wild game, the blood should be poured out on the ground and 
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covered with dirt (Lev 17:13). Milgrom suggests this law prohibiting nonsacrificial slaughter 

was probably a legal innovation of the Holiness Code since the laws in Deuteronomy explicitly 

allow for nonsacrificial (or profane) slaughter as long as the blood is poured out on the ground 

and covered with dirt as with wild game (Deut 12:15–16, 20–25; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 

1453–54) 

When an animal was sacrificed, the blood was caught by the priest in a basin and then 

sprinkled, spattered, or smeared according to the instructions for the type of sacrifice. For 

example, with the sin offering, the priest had to spatter some of the blood seven times before 

Yahweh’s sanctuary, then put some on the horns of the altar, and then pour out the rest at the 

base of the altar (Lev 4:5–7). Depending on the ritual or type of sacrifice, the blood could be 

sprinkled on the altar, sprinkled around the altar, smeared on the horns of the altar, poured out at 

the base of the altar, or smeared or sprinkled on individuals (e.g., Exod 29:10–22; Lev 1:5, 11, 

15). 

Ritual Effects of Blood. The detailed instructions for sacrifices in biblical law include specific 

stipulations for how the blood is to be handled. These instructions are not always explicit about 

the exact purpose for each act. In general, the biblical text focuses more on ritual practice than on 

ritual purpose. Often, no strong distinction is made, and the three typical effects attributed to 

blood—consecrating, cleansing, and atoning—are associated with the same acts. For example, 

on the Day of Atonement—the only time the chief priest could enter the holy of holies—the high 

priest took the blood from the sacrifices and spattered the blood on and in front of the cover of 

the ark of the covenant (ֶרת  kapporeth; “mercy seat; atonement cover”; Lev 16:14–15). This ,ַכֹפֶ֫

ritual served to “make atonement for the sanctuary from the Israelites’ impurities and from their 

transgressions for all their sins” (Lev 16:16 LEB). Then he would use the remaining blood to 

“make atonement” for the altar by putting the blood on the horns of the altar and spattering it on 

the altar seven times (Lev 16:18–19). In this way, the priest would “cleanse it and consecrate it 

from the Israelites’ impurities” (Lev 16:19 LEB). The single act of applying blood to the altar 

served to make atonement, cleanse, and consecrate. Perhaps, from the biblical point of view, 

these effects were one and the same—making atonement, cleansing, and consecrating all 

represent a transition from common and profane to holy and sacred, fit for use or service before 

Yahweh. 

Purification and Consecration. In some cases, blood was to be used for purification or ritual 

cleansing. For example, the ritual for purifying someone who had a leprous disease but who had 

healed was a several-stage process that involved, among other things, sprinkling the person with 

blood (Lev 14:5–7), and applying the blood of a “guilt offering” to the person’s right earlobe, 

right thumb, and right big toe (Lev 14:14). A similar ritual was necessary for cleansing a house 

after dealing with surface discoloration like mold or mildew in the walls (Lev 14:49–52). 

The rituals that purified and consecrated the priests and the tabernacle involved anointing 

with oil and the application of blood, but only the blood is said to have “purified the altar” (Lev 

8:15). The blood rituals in Num 19:1–6 and Lev 16 are also associated with cleansing sacred 

spaces with blood. Milgrom sees the connection between blood and life as the key to explain its 

purifying function in the biblical sacrificial system. Seeing blood as the ritual detergent that 

purges impurity, he concludes that since impurity “is the realm of death,” the antidote to 

impurity is life, represented by blood (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 711). Blood cleanses the 

sanctuary, purging it of impurity, because it “nullifies, overpowers, and absorbs the Israelites’ 

impurities that adhere to the sanctuary, thereby allowing the divine presence to remain and Israel 

to survive” (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 712). 
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In addition to purifying the priests and the tabernacle, the blood rituals associated with the 

ordination of the priests and the dedication of the tabernacle function to consecrate them (Lev 

8:10–30; compare Exod 29:10–21). When Moses poured blood at the base of the altar, he 

“consecrated it in order to make atonement for it” (Lev 8:15). Then, after Aaron and his sons had 

been anointed with oil (Lev 8:12–13), Moses used the blood from the “ram of ordination” to 

consecrate them as well (Lev 8:22–30). 

The ritual at the giving of the law (Exod 24), where Moses sprinkled the blood of the 

sacrifices on the people, is likely an example of consecration as well. It is also the only ritual 

described in the Bible where all the people of Israel are anointed with blood (Peeler, “Desiring 

God,” 187). One common approach to interpreting this ritual is to identify it as signifying the 

people had become “parties to the covenant” with Yahweh (Stuart, Exodus, 555; compare Heb 

9:19–20). Another approach understands the ritual in terms of the purifying and consecrating 

effects of the rituals in Lev 8–9 (Peeler, “Desiring God,” 189). From this perspective, the blood 

served to purge Israel of impurities, which enabled Moses, the priests, and the elders to enter 

God’s presence on Sinai (Exod 24:9–11). However, these approaches are not mutually exclusive. 

In the context of the covenant ceremony, the ritual undoubtedly serves to ratify and confirm the 

covenant (Hendel, “Sacrifice,” 370). In the context of similar blood rituals, the ritual also 

probably serves to purify and consecrate the people (Peeler, “Desiring God,” 190–91; Hendel, 

“Sacrifice,” 375). 

The use of blood as a symbol of the covenant relationship is also evident in the New 

Testament references to the “blood of the covenant” (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; Heb 

10:29; 13:20). While the Old Testament covenant was established by the death of animals, the 

new covenant was established by the death of Christ (Heb 9:14–18). Both covenants required the 

shedding of blood for purification and redemption (Heb 9:11–28). 

Atonement. The third ritual effect associated with blood is the making of atonement (e.g., 

Lev 8:15; 16:16–19). Atonement is a complex theological topic, and the exact process and nature 

of atonement is debated. However, it can be generally understood as a state of restoration or 

reconciliation. In the Old Testament, atonement is associated with the Hebrew root כפר (kpr), 

often defined as “cover” (see Rodrigues, “Atonement”). Milgrom points out that while “atone” is 

a common translation for כפר (kpr), the actual usage of the word reveals a much more 

complicated range of possible meanings in context, including “wipe,” “remove,” “purify,” 

“decontaminate,” “cover,” “rub,” and “ransom”; Milgrom prefers to use “purge” in most 

contexts (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1079–82). 

Blood is a key ingredient for bringing about atonement in the biblical system. Most cases 

where a priest makes atonement for someone or something involve an animal sacrifice (e.g., Lev 

1:4; 4:20; 5:6), though there were exceptions where a monetary offering was required for 

atonement (e.g., Exod 30:11–16). The practice of animal sacrifice for atonement is commonly 

interpreted as a case of substitution—where the animal’s blood is offered in place of the sinner’s 

blood to expiate (or remove) the person’s guilt (Rooker, Leviticus, 53). According to Hebrews 

9:22, blood is an essential ingredient for atonement (for how ἄφεσις, aphesis; relates to 

atonement, see Koester, Hebrews, 420–21). 

Passover. The ritual observance of Passover required everyone to put the blood of the 

sacrifice on the doorposts and lintel of their houses (Exod 12:7). This ritual act may function as a 

visible symbol of the occupants’ faith, displaying the people’s “faithful obedience to God,” their 
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“acceptance of God’s plan for rescue,” and their “trust in his word” (Stuart, Exodus, 278). The 

blood testified that the people had put their faith in Yahweh. 

Douglas Mangum, “Blood,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 

(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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Chapter 3  
Special Issues 

ACCOMMODATION 

What Accommodation Is 

One of the issues that’s important to talk about in order to understand Leviticus well is the 

issue of accommodation. What in the world is accommodation? Let me get at this by beginning 

with an obvious point. Many laws in Leviticus seem strange to us. One of the laws that’s often 

cited in this regard is Lev 19:19: “Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material.” Now, 

we’ll be looking at a possible explanation a few segments down the road. But some hear this law 

and conclude Leviticus is irrelevant because that kind of law is just utterly crazy. It’s not 

necessary to come to that conclusion if we understand the concept of accommodation. 

Generally defined, broadly described, accommodation is this: It’s the simple fact that the 

Lord communicates to us in ways we can understand. We gave earlier the example of 1 Thess 

5:26, “Greet all the brothers with a holy kiss.” In Greek society, a kiss on the cheek was a sign of 

brotherly love. In some societies today, that’s going to seem really strange, but in Paul’s day it 

made perfect sense. The Lord was communicating His values to them—the importance of good 

friendship and brotherly love among His followers—in ways that they could understand. 

Two Reasons the Law Seems Strange 

And that brings us back to Leviticus. Many of these laws seem strange to us because the Lord 

is accommodating to the Israelite culture, speaking to them in a way that they can understand but 

that, often, we cannot. In fact, there are two different reasons that some of these laws will seem 

strange to us. 

Addressing Old Practices 

The first is this: The Lord is addressing practices that existed then but no longer exist today. 

In Leviticus 21:5, for example, the Lord says, “Priests must not shave their heads or shave off the 

edges of their beards or cut their bodies”; and we read something like that, and it just seems so 

strange, so bizarre. But in Israel’s time, it seems that some of those activities were connected 

with pagan mourning rites, rites of mourning when somebody had died; and that meant, to the 

Israelites, what the Lord was saying is clear. The Lord values holy spiritual leaders, not spiritual 

leaders that are going to be getting mixed up with different pagan rites. To us, however, it’s 

going to seem strange because that custom no longer exists today. 

Using Old Cultural Concepts 

A second reason that some of these laws are going to seem strange is that the Lord is making 

use of cultural concepts that existed then but don’t exist today. And so, we’ve spoken a few 

segments ago about ritual states—pure, impure, and holy. These were common in an ancient 

Near Eastern culture, and so the Lord made use of those concepts to communicate to His people 

the importance of seeking moral purity in all of life and dealing properly with moral impurity 

and that He is a God of moral purity. It made sense to them, but to us it can seem kind of strange. 
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In short, accommodation means the Lord expresses His values using cultural realities that the 

original hearers could understand. 

What Accommodation Is Not 

It’s also important to say what accommodation is not. Accommodation does not mean the 

Lord is simply adopting the cultural values of the people in question. In fact, you can see this 

very clearly because the Lord often gives laws that are contrary to the cultural realities of the 

day. Leviticus 18 and 20, for example, have all sorts of laws against various types of sexual 

immorality. Those chapters also have various laws against idolatry. Those were very common 

cultural realities, things that seemed to be fine in certain contexts to the cultures around, and the 

Lord just doesn’t adopt those; He speaks against them. 

So, the Lord communicates using cultural realities with which the hearers were familiar—

that’s accommodation—but He speaks against cultural values whenever they don’t align with 

His. 

Understanding what accommodation is will be very important as we turn to the question—

one of the most frequent questions we ask with Leviticus—which is “How do the laws of this 

book apply to us today?” 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the hermeneutical 

principle of accommodation. 

Accommodation 

Hermeneutical and theological principle of divine revelation, often involving different levels 

of meaning in Scripture. 

DEFINITION. “Accommodation” has long served the Jewish and Christian traditions as a 

means of understanding Scripture and its contents. It provides an interpretive and theological 

solution to the paradox of God’s infinitude and human finitude, to explain how a transcendent 

God communicates in ways accessible to humanity (Benin, Footprints, xiv). This includes the 

ways God uses Scripture to convey varying degrees of truth about all things—especially 

pertaining to salvation—to people with different capacities to understand (Hanson, Allegory, 

210–11). 

Theological Aspects. Accommodation presupposes that God’s knowledge and divine realm 

exceed human understanding. It also presumes, however, that God desires to reveal the truths 

necessary for the well-being and salvation of humanity (Benin, Footprints, 10–11). To 

communicate, then, God must adapt such truths for the capabilities of the human mind. This 

could even mean using a human misconception of the divine if it would reveal an important idea. 

For example, God allows descriptions of His hands or eyes, but only because people have 

difficulty imagining God in non-anthropomorphic ways (Hanson, Allegory, 220). As humanity—

or an individual—makes progress, God can offer deeper and more complex truths in His self-

revelation. Such progressive revelation, as understood by early Christian authors, culminated in 

the incarnation of Christ (Duchatelez, “condescendance,” 618). 
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Hermeneutical Aspects. Accommodation also provides an interpretive framework for 

Scripture. The Bible serves in both Jewish and Christian tradition as the principal means of 

divine revelation. Thus, several ancient authors (for example, Philo of Alexandria, Origen, and 

Augustine) took up the notion of accommodation, believing that a biblical passage could often 

carry multiple meanings (Duchatelez, ‘condescendance’). Generally, ancient readers did not care 

what the human author’s intended meanings were. These readers instead affirmed that God had 

infused Scripture with different layers of meaning, to communicate different truths at different 

times, and to different readers’ capacities. Accommodation was particularly useful for early 

Christian understandings of the priority of the gospel—what they considered the later, truer 

revelation—over the earlier, less perfect law. It also proved helpful to Jewish authors grappling 

with the import of sacrificial laws after the destruction of the temple (Benin, Footprints, xviii). In 

the modern period, accommodation has also provided some Jews and Christians with a means to 

negotiate tensions between scientific developments and the biblical witness, for example (Benin, 

Footprints, xv). 

Early Christians who affirmed divine accommodation began to speak of several “senses” of 

reading the Bible. Because people—individually and collectively—could progress from simple 

to sophisticated thought, God provided several levels of meaning in the Bible (Hanson, Allegory, 

210–11). Early interpreters distinguished between the literal sense (the “plain meaning”) and the 

spiritual. The spiritual included allegorical, moral, and anagogical readings, each of which 

conveyed different aspects of divine truth to readers at different stages in their faith (Hanson, 

Allegory, 235–58). Each of these senses is made possible to interpreters via the Spirit, who 

conveys the various truths as appropriate to the reader (Benin, Footprints, 10). 

ORIGINS AND ANTECEDENTS. While most widely used in the post-biblical period, 

accommodation does appear in a handful of biblical passages. For example, in Deut 4:32–40, 

Moses reminds the Israelites that they heard the Lord’s voice and witnessed His awesome deeds 

and did not die—a unique reality among the peoples of the earth. In the New Testament, Jesus 

describes Moses’ laws about divorce as a temporary concession to the Israelites (Matt 19:8). Paul 

provides two different examples: 

• In 1 Cor 9:19–23, he characterizes his pastoral work as being “all things to all people,” 

adapting his demeanor to various people to lead them to salvation. 

• In Gal 3:23–24, he describes the law as a temporary disciplinarian until Christ came. 

The latter example (together with John 1:17) would provide many early Christians with a 

framework within which to consider the gospel in relation to the law. John Chrysostom and 

Calvin would consider Paul’s pastoral methods (1 Cor 9) as reflections of God’s own 

accommodating behavior (Balserak, Divinity Compromised). 

Jewish and Christian notions of accommodation also paralleled Graeco-Roman conceptions. 

Orators, philosophers, physicians, and educators all valued accommodation in their respective 

trades (Balserak, Divinity Compromised, 14). Various ancient authors—such as Plato, Seneca, 

and Plutarch—promoted the need to adjust one’s speech, action, and methods of communication 

to different people with different needs. In addition to the influence from biblical precedents, 

Jewish and Christian sources that made frequent use of accommodation corresponded to, and 

often borrowed from, such aspects of Graeco-Roman thought (Reumann, “Ethical 

Accommodation”). 
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Jason S. Sturdevant, “Accommodation,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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RELEVANCY AND APPLICATION OF THE LAWS: PART 1 

Introduction 

So, when it comes to the laws in Leviticus, how are they relevant today? How are they to be 

applied today? In this segment I’ll give you a general explanation; in the next, I’ll turn to a more 

specific one. 

Inconsistent Application? 

It’s often noted that Christians ignore some laws from Leviticus. For example, most 

Christians feel free to have bacon with eggs in the morning, and yet they insist on other laws 

from Leviticus, like laws on sexual ethics. The charge is made that they are being inconsistent at 

best, hypocritical at worst. 

The first thing I’d like to say is that some Christians certainly have been inconsistent in their 

application and use of OT law, and in those instances, critique is very warranted. But I would 

hasten to point out that many Christians have been incredibly thoughtful in terms of how OT law 

applies today. There are many different approaches; there is a vast literature here. Let me give 

you one that I found to be helpful. 

Old vs. New Covenants 

The laws in Leviticus are part of the covenant between Israel and the Lord at Mount Sinai. 

When Jesus comes, He initiates a new covenant, and His followers are part that new covenant. 

What that means is that the laws in Leviticus, which are part of that old covenant, do not 

necessarily have to be followed in the same way. That word “necessarily” is important for two 

reasons. 

Repetition in the New Testament 

First, simply, many of the laws from the old covenant are repeated in the NT. “Love your 

neighbor as yourself” (Lev 19:18) occurs six different times in the NT. Regarding laws against 

idolatry or against stealing or laws surrounding sexual ethics (Rom 1; 1 Cor 6), many of these are 

repeating things from the OT and, of course, are still in force, then, today. 

Permanent Principles 

The second thing to keep in mind—the second reason why we say they are not necessarily 

applied in the same way today—is that even if a law has been set aside, the principle or the value 

behind the law remains in force. You might remember earlier we spoke of the laws of the Lord 

as reflections of the values of the lawgiver and that that’s how law works. What that means is 

that even if a certain law from the old covenant has been set aside, there’s a value behind the law 

that remains ongoing. 

So, for example, in Mark 7, Jesus sets aside the laws dealing with clean and unclean animals. 

He says that there’s no such thing anymore as unclean food. That law has been set aside. And 

yet, in that same passage, Jesus underscores the value behind those laws. You remember we’ve 

seen that these laws on ritual cleanness and ritual uncleanliness were there to remind the 

Israelites about the importance of being people of moral cleanness or moral purity and avoiding 

or dealing properly with moral impurity or moral uncleanness. Well, in Mark 7, just after—or in 

the same context of—setting aside the laws of ritually clean and unclean animals, Jesus 
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underscores the importance of having a morally pure heart. He’s saying, “That’s what’s true of 

my followers. They’re people of moral purity.” So, there is an example of setting aside the law, 

and yet the value is still ongoing. 

Conclusion 

Now we are left to say, while it is certainly true that some Christians have been very 

inconsistent in their use of OT law, other Christians have been very thoughtful about this and 

have come up with very good guidelines for discerning how OT laws apply today. 

In the next segment we’ll begin to look at this in even more detail. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning which laws of 

Leviticus apply today. 

Which Laws of Leviticus Apply Today, And How Do They Apply? 

To answer these questions, it is important to recognize that laws are expressions of the values 

of the lawgiver. For example, because most societies value life, they have very clear laws 

prohibiting murder; because they value the right to personal property, they have very clear laws 

against stealing. So too with the laws the Lord gives in Leviticus: they are an expression of his 

values. The reason he commands the Israelites not to collect every last bit of the harvest, but to 

leave some for the needy, is because he values showing generous care to the poor (see at 19:9–

10). This connection between the Lord’s laws and his values is important for the simple reason 

that, since his values flow from his character, and his character is perfect and constant (Mal. 3:6; 

Heb. 13:8; Jas 1:17), it should be expected that the values behind these laws will have some 

application today. Stated differently, these laws give us a window into the Lord’s heart, meaning 

there is much to learn from them for those seeking to reflect his image well. 

But there are three reasons that make it necessary to be even more specific. First, from the 

perspective of redemptive history, the laws of Leviticus belong to the Sinai covenant, which is 

no longer in force because Jesus has inaugurated a new covenant (Luke 22:20; Heb. 8:6–13). It 

would therefore be wrong simply to assume that all these laws are equally valid today. Naturally, 

some of them are repeated elsewhere (‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ occurs no fewer than 

seven times in the New Testament), so it would also be wrong simply to assume that none of 

them is in equal force today. Still, it should not surprise us if at least some of these laws are no 

longer in force today. 

Secondly, it must also be noted that the laws of Leviticus are an expression of the Lord’s 

values in a specific historical-cultural context that is often very different from our own (see pp. 

55–56). This in turn means that, even when a law is still in force (such as caring for the needy: 

Gal. 2:10; Jas 1:27), obedience to it might look different today. For example, leaving some of 

your field unharvested for the needy would do no good if you live far out in the countryside, 

where the needy have no access to it (cf. Lev. 19:9–10). Caring for the needy will have to 

manifest itself in different ways today. 

Thirdly, because all these laws are based on the Lord’s unchanging values (see above), even 

those no longer in force will have something to teach us about the sort of values we are to have if 
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we are to reflect the Lord’s character in this world. Stated differently, these laws still remind us 

of God’s moral character—who he is—and call us to embody his character in our lives and in the 

world. 

These three observations bring us back to the original questions: Which laws of Leviticus 

apply today, and how do they apply? We may summarize the above by saying that, while not 

every law is in force today as it was originally expressed, the values embodied in every law 

remain valid and should be lived out by the people of God today. To bring further clarity, the 

laws are grouped here into at least four categories. 

 

First, some laws are still in force because they are repeated in the New Testament, for 

example, laws regarding idolatry (Lev. 19:4; 1 Cor. 10:7), lying (Lev. 19:11; Eph. 4:25; Col. 3:9) 

or loving your neighbor as yourself (Lev. 19:18; Matt. 19:19). Although obeying these laws will 

sometimes take different shape in different cultures (as when a culture’s idols differ from those 

of ancient Israel), the laws themselves are still in force. 

The next three categories are similar in that they involve laws that are not repeated in the 

New Testament but are still meant to teach us about faithful covenant living because they reflect 

the Lord’s values. For each of these, there is a different explanation as to why the law is not 

repeated in the New Testament. 

In some instances, laws are not repeated because of cultural changes that have taken place. 

For example, Leviticus 20:2–5 forbids the Israelites from worshipping Molech. This is not 

repeated in the New Testament, perhaps simply because Molech worship did not exist among 

those to whom the New Testament was written. The value behind this law, however, still applies: 

The Lord is the only one we are to worship, a point Jesus himself emphasizes (Matt. 4:10). 

In other instances, laws are not repeated in the New Testament because they have been set 

aside by Jesus or concern rituals he has fulfilled. As an example of the former, Jesus sets aside 

the idea of ritual purity and impurity (Mark 7:19; cf. Acts 15; Rom. 14:14; Eph. 2:11–22). As 

noted above (p. 56), the concept of ritual states was a cultural reality in ancient Israel that the 

Lord used to communicate his values. The concept itself was neither right nor wrong; it was 

simply a reality that God could use for his purposes. As such, it was also a concept that could at 

some point be left behind. The value communicated by means of that concept, however, is one 

the Lord continues to underscore: the need for moral purity (see context of Mark 7:19; see also 

Wright, 2004: 299). In keeping with this, the New Testament repeatedly emphasizes the Lord’s 
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desire for absolute moral purity in our lives (Matt. 5:8; Phil. 2:14–15; Col. 3:1–17; Jas 3:17). The 

value he places on this remains unchanged. 

As for the rituals Jesus has fulfilled, these center on his role as both priest and atoning 

sacrifice. In the Old Testament, one of the key jobs of the priest was to present atoning sacrifice 

on behalf of the people, so that they could stay in relationship with God (Lev. 4:20; 16:32–33). 

Naturally, because the priests themselves were also sinners, they had to present atoning sacrifice 

on their own behalf as well (Lev. 16:11). Jesus, however, comes as the ultimate High Priest 

(Heb. 4:14; 10:21), the one without any sin (Heb. 9:14; cf. 9:7), who offers himself as the 

supreme sacrifice that cleanses all our sin (Heb. 1:3; 7:26–27), and therefore gives us confidence 

to draw near to God (Heb. 10:19–22). Because Jesus continues in this priestly work to this day, 

and because his sacrifice was so great and so effective that it dealt fully with our sin, priests and 

sacrifices are no longer needed (Heb. 7:11–28; 10:11–18), and the laws that relate to them are no 

longer in force. Still, there is much to learn from the values behind these laws: namely, that 

sinful people need forgiveness if they are to continue in relationship with God. This is, in fact, 

the heart of the gospel: Jesus is the one who not only intercedes on our behalf, but also provides 

himself as the means by which our sins can be forgiven. In this regard, the cross becomes the 

ultimate expression of how deeply the Lord values that his people be forgiven and remain in 

relationship with him. 

Finally, some laws are no longer in force because they were particularly related to Israel as a 

theocratic nation: that is, as a place where the covenant people of God (the Israelites) and the 

state (Israel) were one and the same. For example, idolaters in ancient Israel were to be stoned, 

because they were committing treason against the Lord as covenant King of the nation. 

Significantly, however, Israelites were not commanded to stone idolaters they came across 

outside of the nation. To be sure, the idolatry was still sinful and abhorrent, and those 

committing it would indeed face the Lord’s judgment at some point, but it was not the Israelites’ 

place automatically to execute justice for such things outside the bounds of their own nation-

state. In the new covenant, it is the church that is in covenant relationship with the Lord, not 

modern nations. As was the case with Israel, the church is responsible for bringing justice to bear 

against one of its members who commits idolatry, but this does not extend to those who are not 

in its membership. Notably, this justice is expressed differently today from how it was in Israel’s 

day, because corporal punishment is now in the hands of the state (Rom. 13:4), rather than the 

church. As a result, the idolater is excommunicated (1 Cor. 5:11), not stoned. Once again, 

however, the value still applies: idolatry is unacceptable among the people of God. 

In sum, though not every law in Leviticus is in force today, and though the expression of the 

laws that are in force may differ, the values embodied in all these laws are just as applicable 

today as then. These values are in fact to be embodied by the people of God as a way of showing 

to the world the holy and gracious character of the Lord, the one who gives these laws so that his 

people might prosper in their ways and create a society of goodness, justice, mercy, holiness, and 

love. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 57–62. 
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RELEVANCY AND APPLICATION OF THE LAWS: PART 2 

Principles for Application 

So, I’ve just given a general explanation of how OT law is relevant and applies today. Let me 

now be a bit more specific. I’ll begin with three points. 

Laws and the Covenant 

First, from the perspective of redemptive history, the laws of Leviticus belong to the Sinai 

covenant, one that’s no longer in force because Jesus has inaugurated a new covenant; and you 

see that in places like Luke 22:20 or Heb 8:6–13. It would be wrong, therefore, just to assume 

that all of these laws are in equal force today. 

Repetition of Laws 

Second point—it’s also true that some of these laws are repeated in the NT: “Love your 

neighbor as yourself,” which was the example we used (Lev 19:18), occurs many different times 

in the NT. 

The Laws and the Lord’s Unchanging Values 

Third point—all of these laws are based on the Lord’s unchanging values. Again, we 

remember that laws reflect the values of the lawgiver. If we think of our laws on murder and 

stealing, why do we have those laws? Well, because we value life; we value the right to private 

property. The same is true with the laws of the Lord. They reflect His values, and that means that 

the laws have something to teach us about God’s values—values that are meant to shape us and 

to guide us in terms of how we live. They’re a window into His heart; and we’ll, therefore, want 

to study them carefully to see what are His values and to consider how we might reflect those 

values today. 

And so, consider Lev 19:9–10, which talks about not harvesting our field to the very edges 

but leaving some for the poor. It reflects the Lord’s value of caring for the poor. That’s an 

ongoing value for us today. The NT commands that we’re to have a special eye toward the poor. 

It might look different today if we live in the inner city where we don’t have fields, but the value 

behind the law, we have much to learn from. 

Let me put it differently still. All of these laws have values because they teach us about the 

Lord’s heart—what He values—and, therefore, what we as His image bearers are to be like. 

Four Categories 

Let me bring these three observations together by suggesting four general categories for the 

laws of Leviticus. 

Still Enforced: Repeated in the New Testament 

First, some laws are still enforced because they’re repeated in the NT—for example, laws 

prohibiting idolatry (Lev 19:4; see also 1 Cor 10:7) or lying (Lev 19:11; see Eph 4:25) or loving 

your neighbor as yourself (Lev 19:18; Matt 19:19). Obeying these laws is sometimes going to 

take different shape in different cultures. So, if our culture’s idols, for example, are different 
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from those of ancient Israel, our obedience to those—to that law or living out the values—might 

look different, but the laws themselves are still enforced. 

Not Repeated but Still Relevant 

In categories two through four, all of these categories share one thing in common. Unlike the 

first category, these categories are not repeated in the NT. Now, they’re still relevant because 

they show us the Lord’s values, but they’re not repeated in the NT. And in each case, there’s a 

different reason why the laws were not repeated. 

CULTURAL CHANGES. Laws in category two, for example, are not repeated because of 

cultural changes that have taken place. For example, Leviticus 20:2–5 forbids the worship of a 

god called Molech. You don’t see that law repeated in the NT, and the reason might simply be 

that at that time people were no longer worshiping Molech. The value behind the law, however, 

still applies. The Lord alone is the one who we are to worship, and you often will see that value 

expressed in different ways. Jesus Himself, for example, emphasized (Matt 4:10) that the Lord 

Himself is the only one that you are to worship. 

SET ASIDE OR FULFILLED BY JESUS. Laws in category three are not repeated in the NT 

because they’ve been set aside by Jesus or concern rituals that He has fulfilled. 

As an example of those things that have been set aside by Jesus, we’ve already talked about 

the idea of clean and unclean animals. Jesus sets that distinction aside in Mark 7:19. It was a 

cultural reality in ancient Israel that the Lord used to teach the Israelites His values and, in that 

case, the importance of seeking moral purity. But what He wanted to teach them still applies 

today. He is holy, and they are to live lives—we are to live lives—of moral purity, imitating His 

own character. The value is ongoing. 

As for the rituals that Jesus has fulfilled, these rituals center around Jesus and His role as 

both priest and atoning sacrifice. Because Jesus is the final and perfect priest and final and 

perfect sacrifice and because He continues in that role to this day, we no longer need priests to 

make sacrifices for us. But we still learn from those laws; we learn our need of atonement, our 

need of a perfect mediator. We have these things in Jesus. We put our faith in Him, and we 

rejoice that the Lord cares enough to provide these things for us. So, His values end up still 

teaching us in these cases. 

THEOCRATIC LAWS. The fourth category, the laws of category four. They’re not repeated 

in the NT, because they were particularly related to Israel as a theocratic nation; that is to say, as 

a place where the covenant people of God (the Israelites) and the state (the state of Israel) were 

one and the same. Idolaters, therefore, were stoned; they had committed treason against the king 

of the nation. In the NT, however, corporal punishment is no longer in the hands of the church; 

it’s now in the hands of the state. So churches no longer stone idolaters, but the church still 

learns from the values and, for this reason, would excommunicate an idolater from their midst. 

You can see, again, the value still applies. Idolatry is unacceptable among the people of God. 

Summary 

Let me summarize these thoughts as follows: When you are approaching the laws of 

Leviticus, be asking yourself, consistently, what did these laws teach an Israelite about the values 

of their holy and redeeming God? What were the implications for how they lived their lives? 

How did knowing the character of their holy, redeeming God motivate them to obedience? 
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And once we’ve answered those questions, that sets us up beautifully to ask the next ones: 

“Well then, what do these laws teach us about the values of our holy and redeeming God? How 

do we see these same values demonstrated in the work and person of Jesus? What are the 

implications for how we live our lives, and how does knowing the character of our holy and 

redeeming God in Jesus motivate us to obedience?” 

If those are the questions that we can bring to the laws of Leviticus, they will have much to 

teach us about living lives which reflect the holy, gracious, loving, merciful character of our 

King into all the world. 
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OBJECTIONS TO THE RELEVANCY OF OLD TESTAMENT LAW 

Introduction 

In this segment I’d like to consider two common objections to the ongoing relevance of OT 

law today. These objections are often put forward in the context of the discussion of the 

prohibition of homosexual behavior that’s found in places like Lev 18:22 and 20:13. 

Silly Laws 

The first objection or argument goes as follows. Leviticus forbids homosexual behavior (Lev 

18:22), but it also forbids things like wearing clothing of two different materials (Lev 19:19). 

This second law about the clothing is obviously silly, and if that’s true for some laws in 

Leviticus, then it can be true for the laws against homosexual practice as well. I begin simply by 

saying that if the initial proposition holds—if the law about clothing is indeed silly—then it’s 

certainly possible that laws against homosexual practice are silly as well. I go on, however, to 

point out two further things. 

The first: This form of the argument simply raises the possibility; it doesn’t prove it in any 

way at all. The second, however, is to ask, “Is the law of Lev 19:19 a silly law?” Anytime we are 

reading a text, of course, a fair reading means we are going to ask, “Well, what does this text 

mean in context?” What might Lev 19:19, for example, have meant to the original Israelite 

audience? 

One plausible explanation goes like this: In ancient Israel, we know that there was actually 

one group of people who were required to wear clothing made of two different types of material. 

These were the priests. We also know at that time in ancient Israel, that many of the Israelites 

didn’t like the idea of priestly authority. They didn’t like the idea that some had been set apart as 

priests with authority over the rest of Israel. You see this very clearly in a place like Num 16 

with Korah and his rebellion. So, because of that, it’s very possible that one of the reasons the 

Lord says not to wear clothing made of two different types of material—that is to say, the kind of 

clothing priests wear—is that He’s given this law as a way of saying to the lay Israelites, “Don’t 

even begin to head down that road of rebellion.” It would be like today telling somebody, “Don’t 

even put on a clerical collar if you’re not a priest.” And that means that the law wouldn’t have 

been silly to an ancient Israelite. It would have made very good sense to them. 

Picking and Choosing 

The second argument that is put forward goes something like this: Christians say that the 

laws in Leviticus concerning homosexual behavior apply today, but the same Christians ignore a 

whole bunch of other laws, such as not wearing clothing made of two different types of material 

(19:19) or not eating shellfish (Lev 11:9–12). These Christians are simply picking and choosing 

which laws to apply. If they’re going to apply some laws in Leviticus, they should apply all of 

them. 

I begin by saying here, it is certainly true that some Christians have been completely 

inconsistent in their use and application of OT law and should be critiqued. But as we saw in an 

earlier segment, many Christians have been very thoughtful in their analysis of the use and 

application of OT law. In fact, we saw in a previous segment that there are at least four different 

categories that you can use when thinking of OT law. Leviticus 19:19, the law about clothing 

made of two different types of material, would fit into what we described as category three; that 
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is to say, Jesus has fulfilled certain aspects of the OT. He is the final priest; therefore, we don’t 

have priests in the same way today, and the laws concerning the priesthood don’t apply in the 

same way. The law of eating shellfish would fit into that same category. That is to say, there are 

some laws that Jesus has set aside, such as laws dealing with ritual purity and impurity when it 

comes to animals, although we were quick to say the underlying value of that law continues. 

That is to say, as these laws about ritual purity and impurity were meant to guide the Israelites to 

also be people of a moral purity and avoiding moral impurity, Jesus does the same; emphasizes 

the same: “My followers are to be people who are pure in heart.” 

Laws Prohibiting Homosexuality 

What about when it comes to Lev 18 and 20? Well, we can approach these laws—especially 

the laws there concerning homosexual practice, prohibiting homosexual practice—in two 

different complementary ways. On the one hand, we can point out very simply that such 

prohibitions are repeated in the NT. We can look at places like 1 Cor 6 and elsewhere. 

The second approach is to ask, “But what are the values behind these prohibitions?” And 

here, I’d say a couple of things. First, Genesis and Exodus, of course, are the backdrop to the 

book of Leviticus. But second, we saw earlier, in a segment on the vision Leviticus gives us, that 

Gen 1 and 2 in particular are the backdrop for the book of Leviticus. And in those chapters (Gen 

1 and 2) it’s very clear sexuality is to be expressed in the context of heterosexual marriage, and 

Israelites would have understood this as the Lord’s design and would have understood 

homosexual practice was not in keeping with it. The key is that that model laid down in creation 

has ongoing value today. 

Now, you see this most clearly with Jesus in Matt 19. When He’s asked about marriage, 

which is the only place biblically that sexuality can be expressed, Jesus points back to Gen 1 

(“made them male and female”) and Gen 2 (“the two will become one flesh”) and says, in effect, 

“That’s the model. That’s what it’s to look like. Look to Genesis 1 and 2. It has ongoing value 

today.” 

And so, while some Christians have been inconsistent in their use and application of OT law, 

many others have been incredibly thoughtful and provided good help and guidance in knowing 

how to use and apply OT law today. 
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PENALTIES: PART 1 

Introduction 

As you read through Leviticus, you’ll discover there are different penalties described for 

breaking God’s laws, and some of these penalties seem very harsh, even unjust, especially in 

societies that have abolished capital penalties. How can we understand these different penalties 

that Leviticus requires? I’d like to answer that question by asking four more. 

Goals of the Penalties 

First, what are the goals of penalties in Hebrew law? Generally speaking, Israelite law shows 

a wide range of goals when it comes to penalties for breaking law, and you’ll see that many of 

these goals are the same that you’ll find in modern law today. Christopher Wright has identified 

several of these by looking at Deut 19:18–20 and Deut 25:1–3. 

• Retribution. For the first, goal, the offender is to suffer his just deserts, which should be 

appropriate to the crime. And this is where the eye-for-eye law comes in, sometimes 

known as the lex talionis. “Contrary to the popular and … mistaken use of the phrase to 

mean unlimited vengeance,” so it seems very primitive to us, this was actually, Wright 

says, “a simple, and almost certainly metaphorical, way of decreeing proportionality in 

punishment. That is to say, “It was a law of limitation, preventing excessive or vengeful 

punishments. It was a handy way of saying the punishment must fit the crime.” So again, 

not something to be applied literally, but rather as a guiding principle to make sure 

appropriate justice is done. 

• Purging. A second goal is simply to wipe away guilt from God’s sight; so, a goal of 

purging. 

• Deterrence. A third goal: “All Israel shall hear and fear”; that is to say, they will be afraid 

to do the same. The punishment is to deter others from repeating the offence. 

• Restoration. These penalties were sometimes ways to make sure that the offender could 

remain a brother, not to be degraded, to be still a member of the covenant community. 

• Compensation. So, restitution is made not to the state but to the injured party. 

So again, what you see here is that this list shows Israelite laws were quite different from this 

primitive eye-for-eye system of vengeance. In fact, the penalties it describes correspond often to 

the same goals as penalties in many of our modern law systems. Individual biblical laws, like 

many modern laws, often have a mix of these goals but typically not all five of them. It’s usually 

a mix of them. When the laws of Leviticus are taken together as a whole, however, each one of 

the above goals may be seen at one place or another. 

As the following section will show, the more serious the offence, the more likely that the first 

three of these goals is in operation. 

Penalties in Leviticus 

The second question, then: What are the penalties listed in Leviticus in particular? Some 

breaches of the law are covered by sacrifice and, where relevant, by payment of damages. 

Leviticus 6:1–7 would be an example. But high-handed sins, profoundly serious breaches of law, 

apostate sins—for these, three different penalties are identified. Leviticus 20 lists all three 

penalties and arranges them in order of most severe to least severe. 
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Death 

The first penalty mentioned is death (20:2–6, 9–16, 27). This was required for wrongs that 

were either direct treason against the Lord, such as worshiping other gods (20:2–3), or that were 

so contrary to the Lord’s design for His holy people that they were considered treasonous, such 

as various types of sexual immorality (Lev 20:10–16). And here we point out that even in many 

modern societies, death is still the penalty for acts of treason. 

Being Cut Off 

The second penalty mentioned is being “cut off.” The Hebrew word here is ַרת  karat. You’ll/כָּ

see this in Lev 20:17–19. The karat penalty—the cutting-off penalty—means, at the least, you 

are removed from the covenant community by exile, sometimes by premature death. Even if it 

was exile, however, that was like a living death, a declaration that the person was no longer a 

member of the covenant community. 

I’ll just throw in here, as an aside, it’s worth noting that if the fate of exile for the nation as a 

whole is a model—you see this in Lev 26:40–45, for example—then individuals who are exiled 

could also restore their relationship with the Lord by turning from their sin and could perhaps at 

some point even return from exile, just as the community as a whole could; so compare Lev 

26:33 with 26:40–45. But even having said that, it’s important to also point out that many hearts, 

once hardened by sin, never become soft again. And so, there is a strong warning against even 

committing those kinds of sins in the first place. 

Ending of Genealogical Line 

A third penalty is to have one’s genealogical line come to an end in Israel. You see this in 

Lev 20:20–21. The term describing this penalty sometimes means “childless,” as in Gen 15:2–3, 

and sometimes it means “considered to be childless” (Jer 22:30); that is, even if you have kids, 

your line doesn’t continue on through them in terms of your ongoing place in Israel. And it’s not 

clear whether one or both meanings are in view here. In either case, however, sinners suffer the 

fate of their genealogy coming to an end within the people of God, and this is considered a 

horrible fate. 

In the next section, we’ll turn to the third question concerning penalties. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the types of biblical 

punishments. 

Types of Punishments 

Biblical punishments can be organized into four major categories: financial, imprisonment, 

corporal, and capital. 

FINANCIAL PENALTIES. 

• Payments are required for a wide range of reasons, including: 

o Causing an injury that leads to lost time/wages (Exod 21:18–19) 

o Causing premature labor (Exod 21:22–23) 
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o Ransoming the life of a negligent ox-owner whose ox has gored a person to 

death (the law initially calls for capital punishment; Exod 21:28–32) 

o Replacing an animal who died due to one’s negligence (Exod 21:33–36) 

o Making restitution for damages after starting a fire (Exod 22:6) 

o Taking a woman’s virginity (Exod 22:16–17; Deut 22:13–19) 

• Double restitution is due when someone breaks trust with a neighbor over stolen 

property (Exod 22:7–15). 

• Double, fourfold, or fivefold restitution is required for stealing, selling, and/or killing 

an animal (the amount depends on the circumstances Exod 22:1–4). 

• A transgression offering might include a sort of financial reparation (Lev 5:15–6:7). 

IMPRISONMENT. 

• Kings imprisoned people who had drawn their wrath (1 Kgs 22:27; Jer 37:15; Luke 

3:20). 

• Sometimes debtors would be sentenced to prison until they had fulfilled payment 

(Matt 5:25; 18:30). 

• At times, imprisonment was the sentence for crimes of public unrest (Acts 16:23); 

however, Roman citizens could not be imprisoned without a fair trial (Acts 16:37). 

CORPORAL PUNISHMENT. 

• Mutilation (Deut 25:11–12; Lev 24:19–20; Exod 22:22–25) within biblical practice is 

far more restrained than in the general ancient Near East (see below: “Comparison 

with Extrabiblical Law Codes”). Scripture records the gouging of eyes or cutting off 

of thumbs or toes for military crimes, although these punishments were not legislated 

(compare Judg 1:6–7). 

• Flogging (Deut 22:18; 25:1–3) was used for a variety of crimes. This practice 

involved an instrument made of interwoven leather that might have included a metal, 

bone, or other sharp implement at the top to tear the skin. Because of the pain this 

inflicted, Provan suggests that the nickname of such an instrument was “scorpion” 

(compare 1 Kgs 12:11, 14; Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 104). The precise Old Testament 

use of flogging is not clear; in the New Testament period, Romans used it frequently 

to punish criminals (compare Acts 16:37–39; 22:24). 

• Stocks were used in the Old Testament and the New Testament (Jer 20:2; 29:26; Acts 

16:24). This involved placing an individual’s ankles, wrists, and head in a confined 

and contorted position. 

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT. 

• Stoning (Exod 19:13; Lev 24:14; Deut 22:20–21) seems to be used as the most 

common means of execution. It appears that the prosecutors/accusers were to throw 

the initial stones to demonstrate their own culpability in the person’s death (Deut 

17:7). The practice of stoning had variations; at times, the criminal would be bound in 

some fashion or implanted in the ground, and stones would then be thrown upon him 

or her (Sanhedrin 6:1–4). Also, the individual might be taken outside the city 

(Phillips, Criminal Law, 25). At other times, the practice does not appear so formal 

(compare Acts 7:58). 

• Shooting with an arrow (Exod 19:12–13) is prescribed as an option (along with 

stoning) for those who touched Mount Sinai, presumably because God’s presence 
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resided there. In this case, the crucial requirement was to execute the offender without 

physical contact. 

• Burning (Lev 20:14; 21:9) punished sexual promiscuity and often indicated the 

individual’s rebellion against God’s purposes. Because burning would prevent a 

proper burial, it completely eliminated the stigma of rebellion from the community 

(compare Lev 10:2; Hartley, Leviticus, 399). Thus, the punishment might have been 

seen not only in the means of death, but also in what happened after death (Hartley, 

Leviticus, 399; for an alternative view, see Rooker, Leviticus, 269; compare Gen 

38:24). 

• Beheading (2 Sam 16:9; 2 Kgs 6:31, 32) seems to have been reserved for crimes 

against a king. It was used in the New Testament times against Roman citizens as a 

more humane form of execution in comparison with crucifixion. 

• Impaling, hanging, or crucifixion (Num 25:4; Deut 21:22–23) may all be linked, since 

the words for impaling (יקע, yq'), hanging (תלה, tlh, κρεμάννυμι, kremannymi), and 

crucifixion (תלה, tlh, ἀνασταυρόω, anastauroō) can be used interchangeably in Old 

Testament, Septuagint, and New Testament texts (compare Gen 40:19 with Josephus, 

Antiquities 2:73; 2 Sam 21:12 with Josephus, Antiquities 6:374). Biblical evidence 

suggests flexibility in how “hanging” was exactly carried out. The Hebrew term תלה 

(tlh) found in the law can refer to a variety of means (Deut 21:22–23). In certain 

cases, impaling or hanging leads to death (2 Sam 18:10; Esth 7:9); other times, it is a 

postmortem display (Gen 40:19; Josh 10:26; 2 Sam 21:12). The Hebrew terms can 

apply to suspending an individual from an object (hanging, compare 2 Sam 18:9) or 

to the placement of a wooden spike vertically through the criminal (impaling, 

compare Gen 40:19). The key elements are the public visibility of this display, its 

gruesome nature, and its deterrent effect (Hengel, Crucifixion, 87). These factors 

connect the Old Testament practice with the New Testament practice of crucifixion, 

as Josephus attests (Esth 2:23; 5:14; 6:4; 7:9 with Josephus, Antiquities 11:208, 246, 

280, 289; Fitzmyer, “Crucifixion,” 501; Yadin, “Pesher Nahum,” 2; Betz, “Jesus,” 6). 

Crucifixion was probably the worst possible punishment, and was feared by all 

(Hengel, Crucifixion, 37–38, 87). For further discussion about the methods of 

crucifixion, see this article: Crucifixion. 

• Various passages call for capital punishment without indicating any specific means 

(e.g., Exod 21:12–21; 21:29). 

Abner Chou, “Punishment,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary 

(Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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PENALTIES: PART 2 

Why Such Serious Penalties 

Continuing with our questions from Part 1, the third question is: Why are these penalties so 

serious? 

The very existence of Israel depended on their relationship with the Lord, and the serious 

wrongs addressed by these penalties threatened that relationship. False worship (20:1–5) and 

divination (Lev 26 and 27) were direct acts of treason, a repudiation of the Lord’s kingship. In 

the same way, acts which undermined the family could also be considered treasonous insofar as 

the family structure was foundational to the covenant. And so, Chris Wright says, “The family 

played a central role in the experience, preservation, and transmission of that covenant 

relationship [cf. here Deut 6:7], and therefore actions which threatened the family, either by 

serious and flagrant disregard for parental authority [Lev 20:9], or by sexual deviation and 

disruption [20:10–17, 19–21], by their very nature also threatened the covenantal foundation of 

the social system.” 

  In short, breaking these laws were serious acts of treason against the covenant King and his 

covenant people, and were to be dealt with swiftly and seriously, not only because this was the 

appropriate response to treason against the King and his kingdom, but also for the sake of Israel 

and for the sake of the world. For the sake of Israel: dealing seriously with sin both protected the 

Israelites from the dangers of rebelling against the King and kept them within the sphere of the 

Lord’s blessing and favor. For the sake of the world: Israel’s mission was to show the world how 

to live in fellowship with her Creator, and this could only happen if the Israelites themselves 

walked in close fellowship with him. This means that the seriousness of these penalties was 

actually strongly humanitarian: the goal was to protect the people of God so they could be a 

kingdom of priests to the nations, loving them, praying for them, and teaching them what it 

means to live in relationship with their Creator. 

These Penalties vs. Other ANE Laws 

This leads to a fourth question: How do these penalties compare with other ancient Near 

Eastern collections of law? We have several collections of law from the ancient Near East—for 

example, the Hittite Laws or the Laws of Hammurabi or the Middle Assyrian Laws. Comparison 

of these laws with biblical laws leads to three distinctives for Israelite law. 

Crimes against Humans vs. Crimes against Property 

First, in the Bible, crimes against humans are far more serious than crimes against property, 

so, in Lev 24:21, “Whoever kills an animal must make restitution, but whoever kills a human 

being is to be put to death.” This fits well with the biblical teaching that humans are created in 

God’s image and therefore have special worth (Gen 1:26–27; 9:5–6). It also explains why 

murder is a capital offense in ancient Israel, though crimes against property are not. This 

distinction between human life and property contrasts with some ancient Near Eastern law 

collections, one of which blurs this distinction by making both murder and theft a capital offense 

(Hammurabi’s Laws, 6–11, 21–22, 25) and another which does the same by imposing fines for 

both murder and theft (Hittite Laws, 1–6). 
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Equality of Social Classes and Prohibition of Substitutionary Punishment 

The second distinctive here is the equality of all social classes under the law, and the third is 

a prohibition against substitutionary punishment. So, Wright says, “There is also no trace in Old 

Testament law of any gradation of penalties according to the social class and rank of the 

offended party. In Mesopotamian law an injury to a nobleman would commonly entail a far 

heavier penalty than an identical injury done to a commoner or slave [see Hammurabi’s Laws, 

196–198]. In Israel,” Wright goes on to say, “by contrast, equality before the law for all social 

groups, including aliens and immigrants, is made explicit in Exodus 12:49, Leviticus 19:34 and 

Numbers 15:16. Furthermore,” Wright goes on to say, “substitutionary punishment was 

excluded. For example, in the Code of Hammurabi, if a house collapsed and killed the house 

owner’s son, then the son of the housebuilder (not the housebuilder himself) was to be put to 

death. Deuteronomy 24:16 forbade this on principle.” 

So, the end result here is that the Israelite system was strongly humanitarian in focus, 

underscoring the value of human life, the equality of all people under the law, and the 

importance of the guilty parties themselves being held to account for their actions. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning how various penalties 

were, or were not, applied. 

Were these penalties required or simply the maximum allowed? 

The final question concerns how various penalties were (or were not) applied. Broadly 

speaking, there are two main approaches, and these may be illustrated with regard to laws on 

adultery and murder, both of which call for the death penalty (Lev. 20:10; Num. 35:16–21). 

The first approach argues that the prescribed penalty must be carried out (see Greenberg, 

1960; Paul, 1970; Phillips, 1970). The second approach argues that the laws may contain 

unstated assumptions that would have been well known to the society receiving the law: for 

example, the offended party could accept a monetary payment from the adulterer, so that the 

death penalty was avoided (see Jackson, 1973; Loewenstamm, 1980). As a result, the penalty 

prescribed is comparable to a ‘maximum sentence’ in modern law: that is, it identified the legally 

permissible maximum penalty, but did not require that it be carried out. 

In favor of the ‘maximum sentence’ approach, it is pointed out that Proverbs 6:27–35 

assumes that monetary payments could be made to husbands whose wives had cheated on them, 

and that such payments would take the place of any other penalty. Similarly, Numbers 35:31 

warns the Israelites not to allow a ransom payment to be made in the case of murder, which 

again implies that such payments were practiced in ancient Israel. ‘A legislator does not waste 

his energy in condemnation of acts which are not done’ (Jackson, 1973: 24). 

However, the question is not whether these monetary payments were accepted in lieu of 

greater punishment, but rather whether it was considered ethically legitimate to do so. In both 

texts cited above, the answer seems to be ‘no’. In Proverbs 6:35, the monetary payment is 

described as a ‘bribe’ (šōḥad), ‘the normal Old Testament word for the payment of money to 

pervert the course of justice’ (Phillips, 1981: 17–18). And Numbers 35:31 makes clear that the 
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existing practice of accepting a monetary payment in lieu of the death penalty must no longer be 

practiced (see further Sklar, 2005: 54–58). Indeed, in several places, the book of Deuteronomy 

warns people not to ‘show pity’ (ḥûs) on those guilty of various crimes, a word used elsewhere to 

describe the action of withholding harm from another (1 Sam. 24:11; cf. Jer. 13:14). Instead, it 

exhorts the Israelites to carry out the full penalty of the law when it came to such things as 

capital punishment for idolatry (Deut. 13:6–10) or murder (Deut. 19:11–13). 

It is possible that these penalties were required only in those instances where the text 

specifies that no pity be shown, whereas in the remaining instances (such as some of the sexual 

crimes in Lev. 18 and 20) they were maximum penalties that could be lessened in the presence of 

repentance. This should not surprise us, since it would follow the Lord’s own lead in sometimes 

applying mitigated penalties, not maximum ones, to those who committed great sin against him 

but then repented (see Sklar, 2012: 485–490). At this point, however, we do not have enough 

information to decide the question one way or another. At the least, it seems clear that in 

instances such as idolatry or murder, the penalty described is the one that was to be carried out. 

Such strictness was not meant to negate mercy, but to ensure that the well-being of the people 

was protected. If standards of hygiene in a hospital are not carefully guarded and enforced, 

sickness and disease spread all the more quickly. So too among the people of God: if standards 

of holiness are not carefully guarded and enforced, sin and its consequences spread very quickly 

indeed (cf. Deut. 7:16; 13:6–11; 17:12–13; 19:16–21; 21:18–21; 1 Cor. 5). 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 67–69. 
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HOW DO WE READ RITUALS? 

Subjective Approach 

The book of Leviticus is full of rituals, which leads to the question, “Well, how should we 

read these? What are we supposed to take away from them?” We need to be really careful in 

answering this question because in the history of the church, rituals have sometimes been read as 

allegories, as though there is hidden meaning in every single aspect of a ritual or ceremony. And 

when this is done, there is no focus, on the interpreter’s part, on the original audience. Often, 

these approaches end up being very subjective, sort of reading the gospel back into Leviticus. 

The Main Question 

There’s a better approach to take. When reading a ritual, here is the main question to ask: 

What is the main purpose of this ritual as a whole? Once that question is answered, then the 

individual actions within a ritual may be read in light of that larger purpose. 

An Illustration of Ritual Interpretation 

Let me illustrate this with a wedding ceremony. If we ask the question, “What’s the main 

purpose of this ritual as a whole?” the answer is, “Well, to make a man and a woman husband 

and wife.” Well, how does that help us with the individual actions within the ceremony? Well, 

we’re able to see, then, that when they exchange rings, that these rings—the reason they 

exchange them is to promise and to give a sign of their lifelong love for one another. A ring has 

no beginning or end, and they’re saying, “That’s what our love is going to be like.” It helps us 

understand why they exchange vows. It’s because they’re committing, life long, to be husband 

and wife together. And this is so important that they take vows before the Lord, and before 

others, to say this is a serious promise that’s being made. In other words, as you go through a 

wedding ceremony, you can understand and interpret the different rites within the ceremony in 

view of the overarching goal of the ceremony as a whole. 

A Biblical Example of Ritual Interpretation 

The same is true with biblical rituals. So, for example, if you look at Lev 8, it describes the 

ordination ceremony for the priests. We ask the most important question: What’s the main 

purpose of this ritual as a whole? Well, it’s to make Aaron and his sons ritually holy priests. And 

once we remember that main goal, then we can begin to understand the different rites that 

happen within the ceremony. 

So, for example, Aaron and his sons, at the beginning of the ceremony, are washed with 

water. Why? Well, they are moving to a higher ritual state, a higher state of purity, and so 

washing is a natural symbol and sign of cleansing. Aaron is anointed on his head with special 

anointing oil. Why? Well, he is being set aside as a priest, and anointing functions to set 

somebody aside into a distinct and special role. Aaron and his sons changed out of their normal 

clothes and put on different clothes. Why? Well, again, they are going into a new role in society. 

And we often put on different clothes to indicate a different role that we play. The uniform of the 

police officer or the robe of the judge—they indicate the special role that person plays. The same 

thing is happening here. And you could do this throughout Lev 8. 



104  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

Conclusion 

Again, the point remains, when you are reading through these rituals, always ask, what is the 

main purpose of this ceremony? And then begin to interpret the individual rites within the 

ceremony in light of that larger goal. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning what rituals do. 

What does a ritual do? 

Most broadly speaking, a ritual identifies a person, a time or an event as being unique in 

some way. A birthday celebration identifies that a person is turning one year older. Wearing 

black can identify that it is a time of mourning. A graduation ceremony identifies that students 

have finished a course of study. Each of these is a ritual that identifies something as unique. 

Significantly, the more important the person, time or event, the more elaborate the ritual 

tends to become. Going on a first date may involve buying flowers or a meal, while getting 

married may involve the purchase of many flowers, food for our closest family and friends, the 

presence of fancy clothes and special music, and so on. The first date is certainly special, but the 

wedding ceremony is much more so and, as a result, involves a very elaborate ritual. 

This means at least two things for the study of Leviticus. First, the more elaborate the ritual, 

the more likely it is that we are reading of something significant. Of the various holy days in 

ancient Israel, the most significant was the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16); not surprisingly, it is 

also one of the most complex rituals. Second, it is not necessary to look suspiciously at the 

Israelites’ use of elaborate rituals in the worship of God. In fact, just the opposite: their use of 

elaborate rituals demonstrates the high value they placed on worshipping him. (To this day, 

elaborate protocols often surround meeting a head of state as a way of showing respect to the 

person’s power and authority.) Indeed, by commanding the Israelites to use these rituals, the 

Lord was helping them understand that worshipping him was an incredibly important matter. 

They were coming to worship the King of kings and were therefore to treat this time as special. 

It remains the case, however, that the meaning of various elements in these rituals is not 

always clear, and this leads to the second question. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 69–70. 
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THE “HOW MUCH MORE” OF JESUS 

Introduction 

In Hebrews 9 we read these words: 

The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are 

ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, 

will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, 

cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God! 

(Heb 9:13–14) 

That phrase “how much more” implies a comparison that assumes two things: first, that 

there’s a correspondence between what happens in the OT and what happens in Jesus; and 

secondly, that there’s an escalation. That is to say, if these things are an acorn in the OT, they 

become a mighty oak in Jesus. 

This is especially true with the themes of Leviticus. And there are three themes in particular 

where we can see this “how much more.” We’ll see it in terms of atonement, in terms of God’s 

presence among His people, and in terms of the return to the vision of Eden. 

Atonement 

First theme, atonement. With this theme what we see is that Jesus is both priest and sacrifice. 

Atonement in Leviticus 

When it comes to atonement, Leviticus teaches four different things: 

1. Atonement is made by priests who present sacrifices on behalf of the people and 

themselves. 

2. These sacrifices both ransom the sinner from judgment and cleanse his or her sin. 

3. These atoning sacrifices must be continually repeated. Individuals will repeat them 

throughout the year. Community will, year after year, present sacrifices on the Day of 

Atonement. 

4. Atonement is not earned by the Israelites; it’s granted to them as a gracious gift from 

the Lord. 

Atonement with Jesus 

Concerning Jesus and the phrase “how much more”: 

1. Jesus is this perfect priest who makes atonement for the people but has no need to 

make atonement for Himself. Indeed, it’s because of His perfection that He can 

present Himself as the atoning sacrifice for the sins of others. 

2. His sacrifice ransoms sinners from due punishment and cleanses them of sin. 

3. His one sacrifice has made full and final atonement for sin and does not need to be 

repeated: it is the ultimate Day of Atonement. 

4. Jesus’ sacrifice is the ultimate expression of the Lord’s grace, for now it’s no longer 

guilty sinners presenting a sacrifice on behalf of themselves; it’s the offended King 

who’s presenting the atoning sacrifice for the guilty sinner. “God demonstrates his 

own love for us in this: While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). 
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If Israelite believers felt the burden of their sin lifted because of priests presenting sacrifices 

on their behalf, how much more the Christian can feel these things because of Jesus’ ultimate 

and far greater sacrifice on the cross. 

God’s Presence 

A second theme where we see this “how much more” is in terms of God’s presence among 

His people. In Jesus, we’ll see that God is dwelling, Himself, in the midst of His people. In 

Leviticus, one of the major themes is that this heavenly King—the heavenly King—in His love 

for His people, comes to dwell in their very midst in the tent of meeting. 

This is taken to a whole new level with Jesus. First, Jesus comes as God in the flesh to dwell 

among us. You see this in John 1:11, 14. Now it is no longer God in a tent; God is here in the 

flesh, walking here, suffering here, all because of His love for us. You see this in a second way, 

in that in the OT God’s presence is in the tent or in the temple; in the NT Jesus’ followers are 

described as the temple, and God’s spirit dwells among us so that we can experience fellowship 

with Him. 

If in the OT God is among His people, how much more when it comes to Jesus. 

Return to the Vision of Eden 

A third theme we see is that of Jesus and this return to the vision of Eden. 

Jesus’ Teaching on the Kingdom 

As we saw in an earlier segment, Leviticus casts a vision for the people of God, a vision to 

return to God’s purpose for humanity in creation—that is to say, to be a holy people reflecting 

God’s character of goodness, justice, mercy, and love, and in this way spreading in all the earth 

His kingdom of goodness, justice, mercy, and love. 

In the NT we see Jesus casting this same vision for His followers. So He commands us to 

pray for this kingdom to come, for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven. He teaches 

us what the laws of the kingdom are and what we must do to demonstrate God’s character. We 

see this very clearly, for example, in Matt 5–7, the Sermon on the Mount. 

Jesus as King over the Kingdom 

DYNASTIC “SON” OF GOD’S KINGDOM. But more than that, Jesus doesn’t simply just 

teach us about His kingdom; He’s been appointed King of this kingdom. And just as kings, for 

example, in the OT were anointed and called the “son” of God (see 1 Sam 16:13; Psa 2:7), Jesus 

is anointed at His baptism. It’s like His coronation, with the spirit of God coming and anointing 

Him and God proclaiming, “This is my Son” (Matt 3:16–17). 

POWERFUL KING OVER GOD’S KINGDOM. Indeed, you can see that Jesus ushers in the 

kingdom in remarkable new ways that clearly demonstrate His power as King. When He 

preaches and teaches about the kingdom, He also heals those who are sick. He delivers those 

who are sorely oppressed by the evil one (Matt 4:23; Luke 11:14–20). It’s as though He’s 

already beginning to undo the effects of the fall and to restore humanity to Eden. That is what the 

King of God’s kingdom can do. 
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DELEGATING RULER OF GOD’S KINGDOM. And that’s exactly what Jesus calls us to 

do as His followers. At the end of Matt 28 Jesus says, “All authority in heaven and earth has 

been given to me.” In other words, “I’m the King.” “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.” 

Summary 

We could summarize it by saying that Jesus is the King, and He is with us and will 

strengthen and help us to be His agents of change for this world, helping all the world to know 

Him, love Him, and follow Him so that, bit by bit, more and more, His will is done here on earth 

as it is in heaven. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the character of God 

in requiring sacrifices, and the effectiveness of sacrifices to atone for sins. 

What should Israelites have concluded about the Lord from his requirement of sacrifices? 

Another question we can ask involves the Israelites’ understanding of sacrifice. Psalm 50 

implies that at least some ancient Israelites thought of sacrifice as a way of literally feeding God. 

In this psalm, the Lord says through the psalmist that he has no need of Israelite offerings, 

because the whole world belongs to him (vv. 9–12). Indeed, he has no need of sacrifice, because 

he does not feed on it, a fact he expresses with a rhetorical question: ‘Do I eat the flesh of bulls 

or drink the blood of goats?’ (v. 13). The answer is an obvious ‘no’. 

That the Lord even had to ask this question indicates that at least some Israelites had come to 

a mistaken conclusion about how sacrifice worked. But that in itself is the point: it was a 

mistaken conclusion, and he corrects it for that reason. This in turn implies that, when he 

commanded the Israelites to make these offerings, the Lord wanted them to come to very 

different conclusions about him and his character. What were these? 

The answer depends in part on which sacrifice is being discussed. Sometimes the sacrifices 

and offerings functioned very much like tribute brought to a ruler, as when the Israelites brought 

burnt or fellowship offerings to fulfil a vow and give praise to their heavenly King (7:12–18; 

22:18–21), or when they brought the firstfruits of their crops as a way of acknowledging the 

Lord’s goodness to them (23:9–14). And sometimes, offerings functioned as a shared covenant 

meal, as with the fellowship offering (Lev. 3), which emphasized the covenant relationship that 

existed between Israel and the Lord (see at 3:11). At other times, offerings were meant to make 

atonement, with the lifeblood of the animal being given in place of the lifeblood of the sinner, so 

that relationship with the Lord could be restored (see at 17:11). Other purposes of sacrifice are 

identified throughout the commentary. The point of the above is simply to illustrate that each of 

these was meant to communicate something different: The Lord was King; the Lord was 

covenant King; the Lord was both holy and the one who provided a way of forgiveness. The 

point was never: ‘The Lord needs food to live’; it was always: ‘The Lord is the covenant King 

who desires relationship with his people.’ 
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Did the sacrifices really atone for sin? 

Another question involves the relationship between sacrifice and forgiveness. The book of 

Leviticus makes clear that sacrificial atonement leads to the sinner being forgiven (4:20, 26; 

5:10, etc.). However, the book of Hebrews clearly states that ‘it is impossible for the blood of 

bulls and goats to take away sins’ (10:4; cf. 10:11). How are these to be reconciled? 

Atoning sacrifice in the Old Testament may be compared to writing a cheque (Williams, 

2005: 216). The purpose of the cheque was to cover the debt of sin. The form of the cheque was 

an animal sacrifice, whose lifeblood was given in place of the sinner’s (see at Lev. 17:11). The 

Lord in his grace received the cheque and declared the debt paid, graciously assuring forgiveness 

to the offeror. But he did not cash it. In the grand scheme of things, it is not possible for the 

lifeblood of an animal to fully ransom the lifeblood of a human. To return to the analogy, the 

cheque would have bounced. So why did the Lord receive it as payment at the time? Because he 

knew that there would one day be money in the account to cover the debt: namely, when Jesus 

gave his lifeblood as the perfect and final ransom for the lifeblood of sinners (Heb. 10:10, 12–

14). Stated differently, the atoning sacrifices of the Old Testament were pointers to a much 

greater atoning sacrifice to come, one that would be enough to cover the debt fully and finally. 

What must not be missed is that it is the one who has been sinned against who covers the debt for 

the sinner: ‘But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: while we were still sinners, Christ 

died for us’ (Rom. 5:8; cf. at Lev. 17:11). 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 71–72. 
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THE BIG PICTURE 

Introduction 

Whenever you’re reading a book of the Bible, it’s incredibly important to get an 

understanding of the big picture of the book, understanding the forest, if you will, before you 

begin to look at the individual trees. Now, there are different ways that you can do this for the 

book of Leviticus, and I’d like to describe at least two. 

The Most Common Division 

The first: Sometimes the division is made between Lev 1–16 and Lev 17–27, so it’s said that 

Lev 1–16 deals with issues about purity and the tabernacle while Lev 17–27 focuses more on 

moral and ethical things. That’s a fairly common division, but there are at least two problems 

with it. 

The first problem is that much of chapters 17–27 are also about purity and matters related to 

the tabernacle. Chapters 19, 21, and 22, for example, talk about ritually holy food. Chapter 21 

talks about the ritual holiness of the priests. Chapter 23 describes community worship that’s to 

happen at the tabernacle. Chapter 27 talks about fulfilling vows at the tabernacle. 

A second problem with this breakdown is that chapters 1–16 and 17–27 are so diverse that 

it’s really hard to come up with one single title to describe all of those chapters. 

The Natural Division 

I think a better approach—and this is the second one I’d like to describe—is simply to ask, 

where are the most natural divisions? If you are looking at the theme and content of the book, 

where are the most natural divisions to make? In that regard, I think that you can come up with 

eight sections that show somewhat of a logical progression. 

PROPERLY WORSHIPING THE LORD (LEV 1–7). The first section is chapters 1–7. 

These chapters are all about properly worshiping the Lord, who is the covenant King, at His 

palace tent; and so, it’s these chapters that have the laws on offerings. 

DESCRIBING PUBLIC WORSHIP (LEV 8–10).  

Chapters 8–10 follow naturally. Now that offerings have been described, we come into a 

section describing public worship of the Lord at His palace tent and the initiation of that public 

worship. Of course, you needed sacrifices for that, so it makes sense to start the book by 

describing the sacrifices before you get to the inauguration of public worship where these 

sacrifices are made. 

DEALING WITH IMPURITY (LEV 11–15). Chapters 11–15 would be the next section, 

which describe dealing properly with your impurity before the holy Lord. And so, here we have 

all sorts of laws on the causes and treatment of ritual impurity. Again, it makes sense these occur 

here; the holy King has come to dwell in their midst in chapter 9. They want to make sure they 

know how to deal properly with their impurity. 
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THE DAY OF ATONEMENT (LEV 16). The fourth section—a chapter that stands on its 

own here—is Lev 16, the great Day of Atonement, where the Israelites learned how to deal 

properly again with sin and impurity before the holy Lord. 

FURTHER INSTRUCTION ON PROPER WORSHIP (LEV 17). The fifth section is also a 

stand-alone chapter (Lev 17), and it’s this transition chapter from the laws in chapter 16 and 

earlier to the laws of chapter 18–20. In chapter 17 we have further instructions on how to 

worship the Lord properly, like you have back in 1–16, and also laws on the proper slaughtering 

and eating of animals and the proper use of their blood and avoiding idolatry, which is what 

begins to get covered in 18–20. 

LIVING AS A HOLY NATION (LEV 18–20). That leads to the sixth section, living as the 

Lord’s holy nation, not just in certain parts of life but in all of life (Lev 18–20). 

THE LORD’S HOLINESS (LEV 21–24). The seventh section is unified as chapters 21–24, 

and these chapters are unified by a common concern for the Lord’s holiness. And so, there are all 

sorts of laws in these chapters about showing due respect, due reverence, for the Lord’s holy 

things and for the Lord’s holy times. 

LIVING AS A HOLY PEOPLE IN THE PROMISED LAND (LEV 25–27). The final 

section (Lev 25–27) is a natural transition to the book of Numbers, where Israel is getting ready 

to leave for the promised land. And it’s a natural transition because 25–27 talks about living as 

the Lord’s holy nation in Canaan. That is to say, many of the laws of these chapters are 

anticipating life in the promised land and emphasizing the importance of covenant faithfulness 

before the Lord, the covenant King, when they get into that land. 

Conclusion 

If we take all of this together, then we might describe the theme of the book of Leviticus as a 

whole as follows: living in the Lord’s holy presence and living out His holy character as His holy 

people. That’s the theme of the book and the theme we’ll want to keep in mind as we now turn to 

go through Leviticus chapter by chapter. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the analyses of 

Leviticus as an outline. 

1. LAWS ON OFFERINGS (1:1–7:38) 

A. Setting: The Lord speaks from the tent of meeting (1:1) 

B. Laws for the Israelites on presenting offerings (1:2–6:7) 

 i. Laws of burnt offerings (1:2–17) 

 ii. Laws of grain offerings (2:1–16) 

 iii. Laws of fellowship offerings (3:1–17) 

 iv. Laws of purification offerings (4:1–5:13) 

 v. Laws of reparation offerings (5:14–6:7) 

C. Laws for the priests and the Israelites on presenting offerings (6:8–7:38) 

 i. Introduction (6:8–9a) 

 ii. The law of the continual burnt offering (6:9b–13) 
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 iii. The law of the grain offering (6:14–18) 

 iv. The priests’ continual grain offering (6:19–23) 

 v. The law of the purification offering (6:24–30) 

 vi. The law of the reparation offering (7:1–7) 

 vii. Related matters on portion distribution among priests (7:8–10) 

 viii. The law of fellowship offering sacrifices (7:11–36) 

 ix. Summary of Leviticus 6:8–7:38 (7:37–38) 

2. PUBLIC WORSHIP AT THE TABERNACLE BEGINS (8:1–10:20) 

A. The ordination of Aaron and his sons (8:1–36) 

 i. Preparation to begin the ordination rites (8:1–4a) 

 ii. Washing of Aaron and his sons; putting the clothing on Aaron (8:4b–9) 

 iii. Anointing of the tabernacle complex and Aaron; putting the clothing on Aaron’s 

sons (8:10–13) 

 iv. The purification offering is presented on behalf of Aaron and his sons (8:14–17) 

 v. The burnt offering is presented on behalf of Aaron and his sons (8:18–21) 

 vi. The ordination offering is presented on behalf of Aaron and his sons; Moses 

presents a wave offering (8:22–29) 

 vii. Final consecration and instructions (8:30–36) 

B. The inauguration of public worship and the Lord’s appearance in glory (9:1–24) 

 i. Moses identifies the offerings necessary in order for the Lord to appear to Israel 

(9:1–5) 

 ii. Aaron presents these offerings on his own behalf and on the people’s behalf so that 

the Lord may appear to them (9:6–22) 

 iii. The Lord appears and consumes the public offerings of Aaron and the people (9:23–

24) 

C. The Lord’s appearance in judgment on Nadab and Abihu; his warning to Aaron; Aaron’s 

faithfulness (10:1–20) 

 i. The Lord judges Nadab and Abihu with death for failing to revere him (10:1–7) 

 ii. The Lord’s direct warning and exhortation to Aaron (10:8–11) 

 iii. Aaron shows reverence to the Lord by following proper sacrificial procedure 

(10:12–20) 

3. LAWS ON THE CAUSES AND TREATMENT OF RITUAL IMPURITY (11:1–15:33) 

A. Laws on pure and impure creatures and how Israel is to relate to them (11:1–47) 

 i. Introduction (11:1–2a) 

 ii. Creatures that Israel may and may not eat (11:2b–23) 

 iii. Defilement that comes from contact with creatures’ carcasses, and how to address 

it (11:24–40) 

 iv. Israel may not eat swarming land creatures (11:41–45) 

 v. Summary and purpose of the laws of this chapter (11:46–47) 

B. A—Laws on ritually defiling bodily fluids lost because of childbirth (12:1–8) 

 i. First case: regulations for the birth of a male child (12:1–4) 

 ii. Second case: regulations for the birth of a female child (12:5) 

 iii. First and second case: joint regulations for the birth of a male or female child (12:6–

8) 

C. B—Laws on the ritual status and treatment of various skin conditions and garment or house 

infestations (13:1–14:57) 

 i. The ritual status of various skin conditions (13:1–46) 
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 ii. The ritual status and treatment of various garment and leather infestations (13:47–

59) 

 iii. Becoming ritually pure after having a ritually defiling skin condition (14:1–32) 

 iv. The ritual status and treatment of various house infestations (14:33–53) 

 v. Summary: these are the laws for ritually defiling skin diseases or infestations 

(14:54–57) 

D. A′—Further laws on ritually defiling bodily fluids (15:1–33) 

 i. Introduction (15:1–2a) and the impurity that comes from abnormal male discharges 

(15:2b–15) 

 ii. The impurity that comes from normal male discharges (15:16–18) 

 iii. The impurity that comes from normal female discharges (15:19–24) 

 iv. The impurity that comes from abnormal female discharges (15:25–30) 

 v. Conclusion and summary (15:31–33) 

4. THE DAY OF ATONEMENT (16:1–34) 

A. General directions for Aaron: how to enter the Most Holy Place (16:1–10) 

 i. Introduction and warning (16:1–2) 

 ii. Aaron is told of the animals, clothing, and rites necessary for entering the Most 

Holy Place (16:3–10) 

B. Specific outline of the rites Aaron performs on this day (16:11–28) 

 i. The purification offerings: atoning for Israel by cleansing their impurities and sins 

from the sanctuary (16:11–19) 

 ii. The ‘ăzā’zēl goat: atoning for Israel by removing their sins from the camp (16:20–

22) 

 iii. The burnt offering: atoning for Israel’s sins (16:23–24) 

 iv. Additional matters related to the above rites (16:25–28) 

C. Directions for Israel: how they are to observe this day (16:29–31) 

D. Directions for future generations and concluding statement (16:32–34) 

5. LAWS ON THE PROPER SLAUGHTERING AND EATING OF ANIMALS AND THE 

PROPER USE OF THEIR BLOOD (17:1–16) 

A. Introduction (17:1–2) 

B. Sacrificial animals may be slaughtered only at the tent of meeting and must be offered there 

to the Lord (17:3–7) 

C. Israelites and resident aliens must offer any whole burnt offerings or sacrifices to the Lord 

at the tent (17:8–9) 

D. Israelites and resident aliens must not eat any blood; the rationale for this prohibition 

(17:10–12) 

E. Israelites and resident aliens must not eat the blood of hunted animals; the rationale for this 

prohibition (17:13–14) 

F. Israelites and resident aliens must purify themselves after eating from an animal that has 

died of natural causes or been torn by wild animals (17:15–16) 

6. LAWS ON LIVING AS THE LORD’S HOLY PEOPLE (18:1–20:27) 

A. A—Laws forbidding various sexual and worship practices (18:1–30) 

 i. Introduction: I am the Lord your God, therefore enjoy life under my favor and 

blessing by practicing my statutes, not those of the land’s inhabitants (18:1–5) 

 ii. Laws forbidding various practices of the land’s inhabitants: sexual immorality and 

illicit worship (18:6–23) 
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 iii. Conclusion: I am the Lord your God, therefore avoid my wrath by practicing my 

statutes, not those of the land’s inhabitants (18:24–30) 

B. B—The Lord’s holy practices for his holy people (19:1–37) 

 i. Overarching command: Be holy for the Lord is holy (19:1–2) 

 ii. Specific commands for holy living (19:3–36) 

 iii. Summary command: Keep and do all the Lord’s commands (19:37) 

C. A′—Laws forbidding divination and various sexual and worship practices (20:1–27) 

 i. Laws against Molech worship (20:1–5) and seeking out divination (20:6) 

 ii. Exhortation for the Lord’s people to be holy (20:7–8) 

 iii. Laws against dishonoring parents (20:9) and sexual immorality (20:10–21) 

 iv. Exhortations for the Lord’s people to be holy (20:22–26) 

 v. Law against those practicing divination (20:27) 

7. LAWS ON SHOWING DUE REVERENCE FOR THE LORD’S HOLY THINGS AND 

HOLY TIMES (21:1–24:23) 

A. Commands for priests to revere the Lord’s holy things (21:1–22:16) 

 i. Commands for priests about mourning and marriage (21:1–8) 

 ii. A law regarding priests’ daughters (21:9) 

 iii. Commands for the high priest about mourning and marriage (21:10–15) 

 iv. Descendants of Aaron who may not officiate (21:16–23) 

 v. Conclusion (21:24) 

 vi. Commands and laws for priests about treating sacred offerings properly (22:1–9) 

 vii. Commands and laws for priests about guarding sacred offerings properly (22:10–

16) 

B. Commands for priests and lay people to revere the Lord’s holy things (22:17–33) 

 i. Proper animals for sacrifice (22:17–25) 

 ii. Proper sacrificial procedure (22:26–30) 

 iii. Concluding commands to obedience (22:31–33) 

C. Observing the Lord’s holy times (23:1–44) 

 i. Introduction (23:1–2) 

 ii. The weekly holy time: the Sabbath (23:3) 

 iii. The seasonal holy times (23:4–43) 

 iv. Conclusion (23:44) 

D. Two continual rites at the Lord’s Holy Place (24:1–9) 

 i. Lighting the lamp (24:1–4) 

 ii. Placing the bread of the presence (24:5–9) 

E. Revering the Lord’s holy name: a case of blasphemy and principles of justice (24:10–23) 

 i. A case of blasphemy (24:10–16) 

 ii. Principles of justice (24:17–22) 

 iii. The Israelites obey the Lord (24:23) 

8. LAWS ANTICIPATING LIFE IN THE PROMISED LAND (25:1–27:34) 

A. A—Laws for Sabbath and Jubilee years, and for redeeming people and property (25:1–55) 

 i. Laws for the Sabbath and Jubilee years (25:1–22) 

 ii. Laws applying redemption and the Jubilee to those who become poor (25:23–55) 

B. B—Covenant blessings and curses (26:1–46) 

 i. Obedience to the covenant commanded (26:1–2) 

 ii. Blessings for the obedient (26:3–13) 

 iii. Curses for the disobedient (26:14–39) 
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 iv. The Lord’s abundant mercy to a repentant people (26:40–45) 

 v. Conclusion (26:46) 

C. A′—Further laws related to the Jubilee year and redeeming people and property (27:1–34) 

 i. Laws on voluntary offerings (27:1–24) 

 ii. A law on setting assessment values (27:25) 

 iii. Laws on non-voluntary offerings and non-redeemable people or objects (27:26–33) 

 iv. Conclusion (27:34) 

 

  



 

Proper Worship: Offerings (Lev 1:1–7:38)  115 

 

Chapter 4  
Proper Worship: Offerings (Lev 1:1–7:38) 

 INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST SECTION OF LEVITICUS 

Overview 

The first major section of Leviticus is chapters 1–7, and the theme of those chapters could be 

stated as follows: properly worshiping the Lord, the covenant King, at His palace-tent. In other 

words, these laws are going to—these chapters are going to—give laws on offering so that you 

know properly how to worship the King and what kind of offerings to bring and present before 

Him. 

More specifically, chapters 1–7 divide into two sections. Leviticus 1:1–6:7 has laws on the 

five major offerings, and these are addressed to the Israelites, the non-priestly Israelites. So, the 

chapters cover the burnt offering, the grain offering, the fellowship offering (sometimes called 

the peace offering), the purification offering (often called the sin offering), and the reparation 

offering (often called the guilt offering). 

The second segment (6:8–7:38) will be laws on the five major offerings again, except this 

time it’s addressed sometimes to non-priestly Israelites and sometimes to the priest. What that 

means is that when you put these two sections together (1:1–6:7 and 6:8–7:38), both non-priests 

and priests would have the necessary information they needed to have in order to present these 

offerings. 

The Lord Commissions Moses 

In turning to chapter 1, it’s very important to see how the chapter is introduced, so let’s take a 

look at verses 1–2a. We read there, at the beginning of the book, “After this, the LORD 

summoned Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting, saying, ‘Speak to the Israelites 

and say to them.…’” Now, many English versions here will translate, “The LORD called to 

Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting,” and that’s a perfectly possible translation. 

But the translation of “summon” is also possible, and it makes good sense here. Remember the 

context. Exodus 40 ends with the glory cloud descending on the tent of meeting; Moses cannot 

enter. 

What happens as Leviticus begins? Well, now it’s the Lord not simply calling to Moses but 

summoning him, as a King summoning a servant to His palace-tent here to receive covenant laws 

for the covenant people of God. Indeed, this is the third time that the Lord descends in a fiery 

glory cloud, calls Moses, and gives him covenant law. The first two times were at Mount Sinai. 

The third time is here at the tent of meeting, and what that means is that the tent of meeting is 

now like this portable Sinai traveling in the Israelites’ midst. 

And that was incredibly important for them. As they’re getting ready to leave Mount Sinai, 

they might have feared, “What happens now that we leave this mountain where God has spoken 

to us? How is it that He’ll continue to speak to us? How will He guide us? How will He continue 

to give us His law? Where can we go now to worship Him?” 
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The answer is, “Have no fear. You’ve got a portable Mount Sinai traveling in your midst, 

where the glory cloud has again descended, where the Lord’s presence is. And from there, He 

will speak and give His covenant law to His covenant mediator, Moses, and to that place you 

may come and enjoy Him in covenant worship.” 

In the next segment we’ll begin to look at the tent of meeting in a bit more detail. 
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THE TENT OF MEETING (LEV 1:1) 

Introduction 

Many of the laws in Lev 1–7 require an understanding of the tent of meeting. In this segment 

I’d like to talk a bit about the form of the tent of meeting and also its function. 

Form of the Tent of Meeting 

Tent and Courtyard 

In terms of form, the tent of meeting (sometimes known as the tabernacle) was a very large 

tent. It was 45 feet long by 15 feet wide (about 13.7 meters by 4.5 meters). In other words, this 

was not a camping tent; this was like a wedding tent, a huge tent. The tent sat in the midst of a 

very large court, 150 feet long by 75 feet wide (46 meters by 23 meters). Outside of the tent you 

saw the altar of burnt offering (a large altar) and a washbasin. These were sitting right before you 

came to the tent of meeting, again communicating that the presence of the Lord has to be through 

atonement—atoning sacrifices on the altar. 

The Tent Itself 

When you look at the tent itself, you can describe it in different ways. Internally, there was a 

frame that had different coverings over it. The frame divided the tent into two rooms. 

THE HOLY PLACE. The first room you would enter into was the holy place, and inside the 

holy place there was a table, an altar of incense (or an altar for burning incense), and a 

lampstand. These were all covered in pure gold. Only priests could go into this room. 

THE MOST HOLY PLACE. The second room that you went into was the Most Holy Place, 

and that’s where the ark of the covenant was, which functioned as the throne of the most holy 

King. This was the throne room of the Lord Himself, and only the high priest could go there, and 

then only once a year. 

Plain Outside, Ornate Inside 

There were a series of coverings that were placed over this frame, so, from the outside, if you 

looked at them, they would have looked fairly plain. But if you were on the inside, the first 

covering was incredibly ornate. It was made of royal colors, as appropriate for the rooms—the 

palace—of the King of heaven, and there were angels that were woven into the design. When the 

priests were in the holy place with the candelabra, the lampstand, shining gold reflecting 

everywhere, and these angels that looked like floating all around them, they would have been 

perfectly clear on understanding “I am in the presence—it’s like I am standing—in the 

courtroom of the heavenly King.” 

Function of the Tent of Meeting 

In terms of function, the tent of meeting is called the tent of meeting simply because the Lord 

meets there. He meets there with Moses, the covenant mediator, in order to give him law for the 

people, but He also meets there with the Israelites, receiving their worship and their offerings of 

praise or prayer or atonement. It actually explains why you’ll read so often the phrase that the 

Israelites offer this “before the Lord.” 
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As we pull all this together, we want to look at the tent of meeting (the tabernacle) and 

understand this is the heavenly palace-tent of the divine King, the one who has redeemed the 

people that they might know Him; and therefore, this King comes to dwell in the midst of those 

whom He loves. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the Lord speaking 

from the tent of meeting. 

Setting: The Lord speaks from the tent of meeting (1:1) 

The first seven chapters of Leviticus contain laws relating to the major offerings. This is no 

surprise: the tabernacle had just been built (Exod. 40), and public worship could soon begin 

(Lev. 8–10). But since that worship would involve offerings (Lev. 9) and would require 

consecrated priests whose ordination ceremony involved offerings (Lev. 8), it makes good sense 

to begin by describing the major offerings (Lev. 1–7). 

CONTEXT. The setting must be kept clearly in mind. The Israelites had just entered into 

covenant relationship with the Lord, the King of heaven (Exod. 20–24). This King has now 

descended into their midst to take up residence in his ‘palace’, the tent of meeting (Exod. 40:34). 

As Leviticus begins, he summons Moses to the palace and gives him covenant laws to pass on to 

the covenant people. It is these covenant laws that Leviticus is about to describe. 

COMMENT. The Lord’s glory descends on Mount Sinai twice in Exodus (Exod. 19:16–20; 

24:15–17). Each time, the Lord summons Moses (Exod. 19:20; 24:16) and gives him laws for the 

Israelites. The pattern now repeats itself: the Lord’s glory descends on the tent of meeting (Exod. 

40:34), and the Lord calls Moses (Lev. 1:1) in order to give him laws for the people (Lev. 1:2–

27:34). The tent of meeting is thus a ‘portable Sinai’, a place of the Lord’s presence (Exod. 

29:43) and revelation (Exod. 25:22) that will travel in the Israelites’ midst. 
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The tent of meeting is described in Exodus 25–27. It stood within the tabernacle complex 

(see diagram) and was ornately designed, with interior linen walls embroidered with angelic 

cherubim (Exod. 26:1–2).1 Such a heavenly setting was appropriate, since it was here that the 

Lord, the King of heaven, would meet with Moses and the people (Exod. 29:42–43; 30:6, 36). 

The tent’s royal overtones should also not be missed: like a palace, it was decorated with costly 

materials (cf. 1 Kgs 7:1–12); the ark within the Most Holy Place was the Lord’s royal ‘footstool’ 

(1 Chr. 28:2), while the carved cherubim on top of the ark served as his royal ‘throne’ (2 Sam. 

6:2); and the people came here to ‘stand before’ him, just as one came to ‘stand before’ a king 

(Lev. 9:5; see further at Introduction, p. 37). In sum, the covenant King (the LORD) has come to 

dwell in his earthly palace (the tent of meeting) in the midst of his covenant people (the 

Israelites). 

MEANING. In biblical times, a king who entered into covenant relationship with a people 

would give them laws that helped them to know how to live as members of his kingdom. The 

Lord does the very same in Leviticus: he gives covenant laws to his covenant people so that they 

can be faithful members of his covenant kingdom (see further at Introduction, pp. 37–38). These 

laws helped them to manifest faithfulness in two ways. First, they let the Israelites know how to 

maintain covenant fellowship with the King now dwelling in their midst. For example, Leviticus 

1–5 explains the types of sacrifices to present before him, and Leviticus 12–15 teaches how to 

avoid defiling his holy palace (cf. Lev. 15:31). Second, they let the Israelites know how to reflect 

the holiness of their covenant King (Lev. 11:44–45), so that they could fulfil their covenant 

mission: being ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ to ‘all the earth’ (Exod. 19:4–6). In both 

instances, the goal was relational: to guide the Israelites in their relationship with their covenant 

King, as well as with those who live in his world. As Jesus would later affirm, the Lord’s laws 

always have this dual goal in mind (Matt. 22:37–40). 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 85–87. 
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WHOLE BURNT OFFERINGS (LEV 1:3–17): PART 1 

Introduction 

In this segment I’d like to turn to look at Lev 1:3–17 in more detail. For each chapter or 

smaller section that we come to in this course, we’ll usually do five different things: 

1. We’ll identify the main idea of that section or chapter. 

2. We’ll discuss any matters related to the literary context that will help us to understand 

it better. 

3. We’ll describe the structure and flow of thought in the chapter or section that we’re 

looking at. 

4. I’ll comment on the most important details in the verses of that chapter or section. 

5. I’ll identify the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel 

as well as how those lessons apply to us today. 

Main Idea 

First then, the main idea of Lev 1. We might state it as follows: Leviticus 1 is explaining to 

the Israelites what they need to know in order to present a whole burnt offering properly before 

the Lord. In the course of doing so, the chapter makes clear that the Israelites presented these 

whole burnt offerings in order to receive the Lord’s favorable acceptance and, in particular, to 

make atonement. 

Literary-Historical Context 

Context of Major Offerings 

Literary-historical context. For this chapter it’s important to understand, in terms of the larger 

literary flow, that this is the first of five laws on major offerings. Chapter two will go on to the 

grain offering, chapter three the fellowship offering, etc. It’s no surprise that laws on whole burnt 

offerings come first. The whole burnt offering was a key part of many rituals and was also the 

most costly, so it makes sense to give it pride of place here in Leviticus. 

Case Law 

It’s also important to understand here that this chapter uses a literary form known as case 

law. It’s still in use in many cultures to this day. A case law begins by describing a specific case 

and then what to do when that case arises. In Hebrew you can typically identify case law because 

it will begin with an “if” or “when” statement. And so, you’ll see, in verse 3, “If the offering is a 

burnt offering from the herd.…” That’s the case that’s being described. And then it’s 

immediately followed by a description of what to do when that case arises, so in the second half 

of verse 3, you see “… you are to offer a male without defect.” 

Structure and Flow 

What about the structure or flow of thought in this chapter? Well, understanding case law 

also helps us to understand the structure or flow of thought in Lev 1. After Moses is summoned 

(verse 1) and commissioned (verse 2), what we have in the rest of the chapter are four different 

case laws. The first law is the most general: “When anyone among you brings an offering to the 

LORD, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock” (verse 2b). The point 

here is that there are no wild animals that you can present, only domesticated ones. 
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We then have three more laws, and each of these laws is describing how to bring 

domesticated animals as burnt offerings. The laws are arranged in order of economic value. The 

animals of most value come first—herd animals (verses 3–9), then flock animals (verses 10–13), 

and then birds (verses 14–17). 

The end result of this chapter as a whole is that the Israelites had the information they needed 

to know in order to make a burnt offering. 

In the next two segments we’ll begin to look at the details of the verses and the key lessons 

that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, as well as how those lessons apply to 

us today, a bit more closely. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning burnt OT offering 

types, and in particular burnt offerings and the procedures for offering the burnt offerings. 

Types of Offerings in the Old Testament 
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*This table is structured around the basic framework of Lev 1:1–6:7, with related 

material added to the appropriate category. 

†Lev 1:1–6:7 presents the offerings in overview and Lev 6:8–7:21 reviews the same 

topics from the perspective of the priests. 

‡Note that in Leviticus, the offerings are not presented as they would occur in actual 

practice. In practice, the offerings would go: (1) Sin/Guilt; (2) Whole Burnt/Grain; (3) Peace. 

John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016). 

Burnt Offerings 

1:3–17 The first type of sacrifice is called the olah in Hebrew—this is often rendered as 

“burnt offering.” The sacrificial animal could be a bull, a ram, a male goat, a turtledove, or a 

pigeon. The procedures for offering the sacrifices are very similar; the only changes regard the 

birds, since they are smaller animals. Despite the similarity, many of the details are repeated 

almost verbatim. For example, the rules are given for handling the bull in Lev 1:3–9, and then 

the same rules are given for handling the sheep or goat in vv. 10–13. 

The burnt offering (an olah) was the most costly type of sacrifice since the entire animal 

carcass was burned on the altar. It would also have been the most common type of sacrifice. A 

burnt offering was to be offered every morning and evening (Exod 29:38–42). 

John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016), Le 

1:3–17. 

Procedures for Burnt Offerings (ָ֤ה  olah)—Lev 1:1–17; 6:8–13 ,ֹעלָּ
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Procedure for offering a burnt offering: 

1. The worshiper selects a male without blemish from the herd. 

2. The worshiper brings it to the entrance of the tent of meeting. 

3. Prior to killing the beast, the worshiper lays his hand on the head of the burnt 

offering, which makes the burnt offering acceptable for atonement purposes. 

4. The worshiper kills the bull “before the LORD.” 

5. The priests manipulate the animal’s blood. 

6. The priests bring the blood and throw it against the sides of the altar located at the 

entrance of the tent of meeting. 

7. The worshiper flays the burnt offering and cuts it into pieces. 

8. The priests apply fire to the altar and arrange wood on the fire. 

9. The priests then arrange the pieces, the head, and the fat on the altar. 

10. The priests extract and wash its entrails and its legs. 

11. The priests burn all of it on the altar as a burnt offering. 

The procedure, which includes the comment, “a food offering with a pleasing aroma to the 

LORD,” alters slightly depending upon the financial status of the worshiper. All of the offering, 

which is completely consumed on the altar, atones for the worshiper. 

Instances of the burnt offering prior to Leviticus lack atonement language, suggesting that it 

is instead an act that acknowledges Yahweh’s regal supremacy: 

• In Genesis 8:20, atonement or appeasement has already occurred through God’s 

wrath against creation. The offering there seems to please Yahweh with its “aroma,” 

indicating the ideal submissive disposition of the offerer. It also ratifies the covenant 

that Yahweh is making with Noah and creation. 

• In Genesis 22, Yahweh is pleased by Abraham’s trust and reliance upon goodness and 

provision (Gen 22:13). 

• Moses requests animals from Pharaoh specifically for burnt offerings in Exod 10:25. 

Asking for offerings to celebrate the supremacy of Yahweh over the gods of Egypt 

seems consistent with the normal protocol of these offerings in the later narratives. 

• The Deuteronomistic historian uses the burnt offering as the quintessential religious 

act that separates Baal from Yahweh (1 Kgs 18:33). This protocol also seems to fit 

better than compensation in the offering the priests and Levites bring in the 

chronicler’s version of Hezekiah’s reforms (2 Chr 30:15). 

In Leviticus, the burnt offering is pervasively categorized as a food offering. Leviticus 1 

includes atonement language in its description of the burnt offering. However, it conveys 

reconciliation due to recognition of Yahweh’s supremacy rather than through purgation. 

D. Jeffrey Mooney, “Leviticus, Book of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

Burnt Offerings and the Tent of Meeting (1:1-17) 

1. In this introductory verse called, wayyiqrā’, is the Hebrew name for the book of Leviticus. 

The conjunction wa(w) which begins the word shows that Leviticus is linked with the final 

chapters of Exodus to form a continuous narrative. It should be noted that the tabernacle had 

been prepared and the sanctuary set up before the detailed regulations about specific sacrifices 

were given to Moses. The description of priestly functions was then followed by the ordination 
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of the priests and the account of their first offerings. The literary material which comes after the 

introductory verse thus belongs properly to the original priestly constitution of Leviticus and is 

not a later insertion. The word called should probably be rendered ‘summoned’ (cf. Exod. 

24:16), since God is instructing Moses in connection with the sacrificial rituals and is not calling 

him in the sense in which Christ called his disciples (Matt. 4:19–21; Mark 1:17–20). On the basis 

of this instruction Moses is established in his role as teacher of the divine law and is referred to 

in this manner by Christ (cf. Matt. 19:7–8; Mark 10:3; 12:19; Luke 16:29, 31; John 7:19, etc.). 

The introductory statement of 1:1 is paralleled in 6:8 by God’s command that Moses should 

instruct Aaron and his descendants in the ritual procedures, thus establishing an ordered, 

received tradition. One of the basic functions of liturgical form is to ensure that everything 

connected with worship is attended to in an orderly and appropriate manner. As long as liturgical 

procedures are followed rigorously there is little chance of excesses occurring, or esoteric cultic 

performances of dubious spiritual or theological value being introduced. 

Tent of meeting (Heb. ’ōhel mô‘ēd) was one of the names by which the wilderness tabernacle 

was known to the Israelites, reminding them that God indeed met there with Moses (cf. Exod. 

25:22) and revealed to him his will for the nation. Tabernacle terminology presents a rather 

confusing picture in the various English versions. The RV, RSV and NEB generally use 

‘tabernacle’ for the larger rectangular framework, which was covered with curtains, and ‘tent’ 

either for the sanctuary (’ōhel) containing the altar of incense and the ark of the covenant, or for 

the entire structure. The AV renders ’ōhel mô‘ēd by ‘tabernacle of the congregation’, and 

translates ’ōhel both as ‘tabernacle’ and ‘tent’. The NIV uses ‘Tent of Meeting’ for the 

sanctuary, and ‘tabernacle’ for the complete cultic enclosure. The sacred meeting place where 

God revealed himself to Moses was a small rectangular area framed by acacia boards and 

covered with curtains and animal skins. Inside, an embroidered curtain divided it into two 

sections, an outer or holy place, and an inner or most holy place in which the ark of the covenant 

was kept. Before the tabernacle was constructed, Moses met with God in a temporary ‘tent of 

meeting’ pitched outside the Israelite camp (cf. Exod. 33:7). This interim structure, which was 

attended solely by Joshua in the absence of a regularized priesthood, is rendered by NIV as ‘Tent 

of Meeting’, which perhaps serves to indicate the link between the precursor and the official 

tabernacle. It seems best to use the term ‘tent of meeting’ for the place of divine revelation to 

Moses and the high priest, and ‘tabernacle’ for the entire area surrounded by the curtained walls. 

The word mô‘ēd has been discovered in an Egyptian source dated about 1100 BC and referring 

to the assembly of the people of Byblus. In Isaiah 14:13 the term is used with reference to an 

assembly of the gods in the far northern regions, a familiar theme in pagan Canaanite literature. 

In the completed tabernacle, God spoke to Moses from above the cherubim (1 Sam. 4:4).2 

Leviticus 1:1 indicates that the tabernacle was now fully operative, and this fact also serves 

to link Leviticus with the sequence of events described in the latter part of Exodus.3 The concept 

of a leader communing with God in a portable shrine was well understood in Egypt in the 

Amarna Age (fifteenth and fourteenth centuries BC). The Egyptians normally took such tents 

with them on their military campaigns and placed them in the center of the encampment. The 

cultic priests would resort to them regularly for worship and also for ascertaining the divine will, 

looking upon the shrine much as the inhabitants of ancient Troy treated the image of Pallas. The 

portable shrine brought the presence of the deity into the midst of the encampment and gave 

assurance of divine protection for all those in the vicinity. This ‘tent’ or ‘palladium’ imagery was 

employed of Jesus Christ in the fourth Gospel, where John spoke of Jesus as the Word who 

‘became flesh and dwelt (Gk. ‘was tabernacled’; ‘pitched his tent’) among us’ (John 1:14). The 

historic fact of Christ’s incarnation is thus a guarantee of God’s saving presence and power in 
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human life, because the kingdom has already come among men (Luke 17:21) in the person of 

Jesus. 

2. The offerings described are voluntary and personal in nature, and the literary form matches 

the comparative simplicity of the occasion. Group sacrifices do not seem to be entertained here, 

being described subsequently in terms of the day of atonement (16:1–34) and feasts related to 

holy seasons (23:1–44). Private sacrifices would be offered in order to express thanksgiving, the 

desire for renewed fellowship with God and a deepening of the prayer life, or to indicate the need 

for the forgiveness of sin. Such sacrifices were offered throughout the biblical period. Following 

the pattern established by some of the prophets (cf. Hos. 6:6; Amos 5:21–24), Jesus stressed the 

motivation underlying the act, and taught that the offering was only truly acceptable to God 

when the intent of the worshipper was of the highest quality (Matt. 5:23–24; Mark 12:33). The 

blood of Christ is infinitely more efficacious than that of any Old Testament offering in purging 

the human conscience from dead works to serve the living God (Heb. 9:14). 

The sacrifices touched many aspects of Israelite life, and this fact brought the people into 

continuous contact with the activities of the tabernacle. Nobody was prevented from bringing an 

offering to God, for all who so desired could come in penitence and faith to the Lord and be 

accepted. Jesus still offers a similar invitation (John 6:37). The Hebrews, though laymen, were 

presumed to know the significance of the sacrificial ritual; hence no explanation is given here. 

The offering (Heb. qorbān) was something ‘brought near’ (qrb) to the altar, and was a general 

term covering all kinds of sacrificial gifts. The word appears in Mark 7:11 with an explanatory 

gloss, while in Matthew 27:6 a slightly different Greek word, korbanas, described the temple 

treasury as the place where the offerings were deposited. Those prescribed in Leviticus are to be 

made specifically to the Lord (Heb. YHWH), the God of Israel, and not to a deity such as El or 

Baal or any other god (cf. ’ĕlōhîm in Exod. 22:20). Offering sacrifices on altars dedicated to the 

‘unknown god’ (cf. Acts 17:23) was entirely foreign to the Hebrew tradition. True fellowship 

with God demands some knowledge and personal experience of his nature (cf. Heb. 11:6). 

3. Verses 3–9 deal with the burnt offerings of cattle. The inclusiveness of when any man of 

you is now made specific. A donor must bring an unblemished male for his offering of cattle. 

This word is now a general designation of the family Bovidae, although in antiquity cattle also 

included horses, asses, camels, and other animals. Such a usage also occurred in Middle English 

to describe any animal reared for food or for products such as its skin, hair or fleece. For the 

burnt offering only domesticated animals, indicating a developed stage of agricultural life, were 

to be presented, since wild species did not cost the donor anything. In addition, wild animals had 

not received the labor and care that had been expended on herds and flocks. 

Here and in 5:18 alone a male animal is specified for sacrifice. The choice of a male may 

reflect the dominance of that sex in other than matriarchal societies, but it may well have 

embraced a more pragmatic purpose also. Where a choice was involved, male animals were more 

expendable than females in a society in which livestock was equivalent to both capital and 

income. Fewer males than females were necessary for the survival of the herds and flocks, since 

the male was utilized only periodically for purposes of breeding. By contrast, the female 

functioned as a continual provider of milk and its by-products in addition to producing new 

livestock from time to time. The prescription concerning an unblemished animal sets before the 

Israelites God’s ideal of perfection for the animals (cf. Lev. 22:18–25) and also for the priests 

(cf. Lev. 21:17–23) that forms an important part of his service (cf. Mal. 1:6–14). Only a 

ceremonially pure animal would be accounted by God as appropriate to receive the sins of the 

worshipper by manual transmission. 
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An important principle underlying Old Testament sacrificial tariffs is enunciated here, 

namely that any sacrifice must represent a specific cost to the one who offers it to God. However 

poor a person might be, the sacrificial offering still had to represent some cost on the part of the 

donor. Thus, in verses 14–17, even the humblest kind of offering, that of doves or young 

pigeons, still upheld this basic precept. On Calvary Jesus paid the highest price possible in laying 

down his life for human sin (John 15:13). This great sacrifice is equated with the maximum 

extent of God’s love for fallen man, and also with an individual’s care and regard for his fellows. 

The burnt offering was a gift intended to win divine favor for the worshipper, as indicated by 

the phrase that he may be accepted. By contrast, the sin offering (4:1–5:13) was meant to secure 

divine pardon for the donor. The motive behind the burnt offering is thus made explicit. This is 

evidently the oldest form of sacrifice, and its name ’ōlâ indicates ‘ascent’, suggesting that the 

essence of the animal gave gratification to God as the sacrificial smoke ascended (cf. 1–17). The 

offering was voluntary (cf. 1 Sam. 7:9; 13:9; Ps. 20:3), as the most highly motivated offerings 

always are, and was presented by the donor at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 

4–5. The ritual of sacrifice is described simply but carefully, stressing the consistency of 

procedure as a safeguard against idolatrous rites. The ceremony thus carries out the intent of the 

worshipper (cf. Josh. 24:14) and precludes the use of strange and erroneous rituals and teachings 

which would nullify the relationship between God and man. The Christian is also open to such 

temptations in his worship, and accordingly is urged to follow the pattern of sound doctrine (2 

Tim. 1:13) as a basis for true devotion. In this sacrificial procedure the donor is not a passive 

observer but an active participant. He lays his hand upon the animal’s head, indicating that it is 

his substitute as well as his own property, and that he is giving of himself symbolically in the 

ritual. Nothing is said about verbal utterances by the worshipper or the priest, but no doubt the 

sacrificial offering would be accompanied by some statement of purpose as a preliminary. In the 

time of the temple a psalm might have been said or sung. Accepted for him, perhaps indicates a 

priestly pronouncement to the effect that atonement had indeed been made. This atonement 

(Heb. kippurîm) nullifies and removes the effects of sin or uncleanness (see note on Lev. 4:26). 

There exisited a special ‘atonement’ (kuppuru) ritual in Mesopotamia, in which the demonic 

power held responsible for the incidence of illness in a patient was offered a young kid in 

sacrifice.4 In New Testament teaching the Christian is urged to present himself as an acceptable 

sacrifice to God (Rom. 12:1; Phil. 4:18). 

5–6. The bull is then slaughtered (Heb. šāḥaṭ), a common technical sacrificial term, before 

the Lord, that is to say, on the north side of the altar located near the entrance of the tent of 

meeting, and its blood or life-essence (cf. 17:11) sprinkled by (NEB ‘fling it’) the priests around 

the large altar of burnt offering (cf. Exod. 27:1–8). This great altar was made of acacia wood 

overlaid with bronze. It measured nearly 2.5 m square and about 1.6 m in height and was located 

to the east of the tent of meeting. It occupied an almost central position in the entire enclosure. 

Aaron’s sons are mentioned to show the specifically priestly side of the ceremony (cf. 1:8, 11; 

2:2; 3:2). The offering was skinned and cut into pieces by the worshipper, presumably for easier 

disposition by fire. In Leviticus 7:8 the skin of any burnt offering became the property of the 

priest, but here there is no mention of the way in which the donor disposed of it. According to 2 

Chronicles 35:11, the Levites flayed the animals offered in the pre-exilic temple, a procedure 

which appears to be a later development of the Mosaic ritual. The division into pieces is 

reminiscent of Abraham’s covenantal offering (Gen. 15:10), from which this aspect of the 

Mosaic ceremony was doubtless derived. The worshipper would thus feel doubly rooted in 

covenant faith and practice. God’s self-revelation in Scripture is neither imaginary nor mythical, 

but instead is of an accredited historical nature which has touched the lives of real men and 
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women as God’s purpose for human destiny was unfolding. The faith of the Christian reaches 

back specifically in time to a Person who came as part of a consciously ordained sequence for 

man’s redemption and gave himself as the one perfect sacrifice for human sin (cf. Gal. 4:4–5). 

7–13. The kindling of new fire for each sacrifice points to a very early stage of the wilderness 

wanderings for the origin of this enactment. A more sedentary situation such as that which 

obtained at Kadesh (cf. Num. 33:37–38; Deut. 1:46; 2:14) is reflected in the regulation of 6:12–

13, where the fire was to burn continually on the altar. Only general instructions for the kindling 

process are given since the usage was already thoroughly familiar to the priests. The fire had to 

be sufficiently hot to burn up the offering completely, but the process would certainly be aided 

by the presence of fatty tissue, placed in order on top of the pieces and the head, feeding the 

flames as it melted. The entrails and legs were washed so as to cleanse them from excreta and 

were also added to the other pieces on the altar. The head is mentioned separately because it 

would have been detached from the body in the process of skinning. The attempt to group ‘head 

and fat’ as an appendage to the ‘parts’, as Noth does,5 is contrived and artificial. The pleasing 

odor of the burnt offering should not be understood as affording God purely physical 

satisfaction, but rather as an archaic linguistic survival, here and elsewhere in the Old Testament. 

The idea of a ‘sweet smell’ as something that appeased the anger of the gods originated in 

ancient Sumer (cf. Gilgamesh Epic, XI, 160), but the extent to which it was interpreted literally 

in sophisticated second-millennium BC pagan priestly circles is open to debate. Samuel made it 

clear that God was gratified most of all by obedience (1 Sam. 15:22), while Hosea 6:6 reiterated 

God’s preference for steadfast love rather than sacrifice (cf. Matt. 9:13; 12:7; Mark 12:33). 

Psalm 50:13 repudiated the crude anthropomorphic concept of the deity ingesting the sacrificial 

offering, and instead laid emphasis upon the acceptability to God of such values as thanksgiving, 

a position which was consistent with the urging of the prophets. In Hebrews 13:15 the Christian 

is exhorted to offer up to God, through the person of the crucified Christ, a continuous sacrifice 

of praise that is the product of lips testifying to the saving and keeping power of his name. 

14–17. These verses deal with fowls as a burnt offering. There would be persons in Israel 

who could not afford to slaughter a prime animal, even if they possessed one. For such poor 

people the law permitted fowl to be presented and relaxed the specifications for the offering to 

the extent of not stipulating that the bird must be male and unblemished (cf. 5:7; 12:8). The birds 

most suitable for such offerings were turtledoves or … young pigeons. The dove (Heb. tōr, 

Turtur communis; yônâ, Columba livia) was one of the most commonly mentioned birds in the 

Bible. Ancient traditions maintained that the dove had no bile,6 and as a result it was considered 

to be clean, gentle and inoffensive. Although sometimes attacked by more aggressive birds the 

dove never retaliates, and for this reason has become a symbol of the Christian virtues. In 

Matthew 10:16 Christ used the dove as an exemplar of innocence. Its non-aggressive nature has 

enabled the dove to be employed as an international peace symbol. Isaiah 60:8 indicates that the 

dove had also been domesticated, although wild doves lived in caves throughout the hilly regions 

of Palestine, as did pigeons (Columbae). Both types of birds continued to be sacrificed in New 

Testament times and could be purchased in one of the temple courts (cf. Matt. 21:12; Mark 

11:15; John 2:14–16). At the time of Christ’s presentation in the temple (Luke 2:22–24), the 

sacrificial provisions of Leviticus 12:8 were cited to cover the impoverished conditions of Mary 

and Joseph. The descent of the Holy Spirit on Christ at his baptism was described in terms of 

dove imagery also (Matt. 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32). The trygōn of Luke 2:24 

(‘turtledove’) was the LXX equivalent of the Hebrew tōr, whereas peristera, ‘dove’, ‘pigeon’, 

appeared mostly in the LXX as the rendering of yônâ. Attempts to differentiate between the 
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species are not very productive in any language, since both doves and pigeons belong to the 

same family of Columbae. 

The priest performed most of the ritual involving the sacrifice of a bird (verses 15–16). The 

head was wrung off (cf. 5:8) and burned, and the blood was drained down the side of the altar. 

After this the donor removed the bird’s feathers and crop, placing them on the ash-heap east of 

the altar. Perhaps the reason for disposing of the entrails in this manner instead of burning them 

was that the contents of the stomach, being acquired indiscriminately, would not be as acceptable 

to God as the food supplied to cattle through human effort. If this is so the cost factor is still 

apparent, even in cases of poverty. True blessing for the Christian comes from obeying the 

gospel of Christ and contributing generously to the needs of others (cf. 2 Cor. 9:6–12). 

The bird was not cut into pieces, as was the case with a sacrificial animal, but was held by 

the wings as its body was torn apart (verse 17).7 Then the offering was placed on the altar to 

constitute a sacrifice acceptable to God. On Calvary the body of Christ was broken in sacrifice 

and his blood shed for human sin. This offering can never be repeated (Rom. 6:10; Heb. 7:27; 

9:12; 10:10), and now the most desirable sacrifice that anyone, rich or poor, can bring to God is a 

consecrated life (cf. Rom. 12:1; 1 Pet. 1:15–16). 

R. K. Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 3, Tyndale Old Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980), 43–52.   
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WHOLE BURNT OFFERINGS (LEV 1:3–17): PART 2 

Introduction 

Let’s begin to take a look at some of the most important details from Lev 1. I invite you to 

have an open Bible in front of you. 

General Description 

If I were to describe generally what happens in these verses, I would do it as follows: The 

offerer comes with an animal into the area in front of the tent of meeting and brings the animal 

right into the courtyard. The animal was to be a male animal and have no physical blemish. The 

offerer was to lean his or her hand on the animal, establishing some sort of relationship between 

the animal and the offerer. The animal would then be slaughtered, and the priest would take the 

blood to the altar and splash it all around. In the meantime, the animal would be skinned and 

butchered, some of it washed and then all of it burnt on the altar by the priests, except for the 

animal’s skin. 

Whole Burnt Offering 

Whole 

Let’s break that apart now and look at it in a bit more detail, starting in verse 3. This is 

known as the burnt offering, often simply translated “burnt offering,” but a better translation 

might be “whole burnt offering” because here this is the only offering in which the entire animal 

is consumed on the altar. 

Unblemished Male 

It is to be a male without blemish; that is to say, no physical blemishes. Leviticus 22:22 gives 

us a sense of what these blemishes might look like. It says there, “Do not offer to the LORD the 

blind, the injured or the maimed, or anything with warts or festering or running sores.” These 

would be of less economic value and therefore an insult to present to the King. You see this in a 

place like Mal 1:8, where the Lord is rebuking the Israelites: “‘When you offer blind animals for 

sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice lame or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try 

offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?’ says the 

LORD Almighty.” And the obvious answer is not at all; it would be an offense to do that to a 

king. 

It’s not clear why the animal had to be a male animal; it might simply have been the custom 

when it came to burnt offerings. 

Presented at the Tabernacle 

The offerer brings the animal to the entrance to the tent. Again, that’s inside the courtyard 

somewhere in front of the tent of meeting. The reason for presenting the animal is described: He 

will “present it at the entrance of the tent of meeting in order that he may be favorably accepted 

before the LORD.” The word there that is sometimes just translated “accepted” but that I’ve 

translated “favorably accepted” refers to the Lord’s good favor or pleasure. You can see that in a 

place like Prov 16:15: “When a king’s face brightens, it means life; his favor is like a rain cloud 

in spring.” What that means is that the offerer here is seeking that the Lord looks favorably on 

his or her offering and request. 
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Hand-Leaning Rite 

In verse 4 we have the description of the hand-leaning rite, and it is best described or 

translated as “leaning his hand.” This is not an action that is simply laying; there some force 

implied by this word here, “to lean his hand on the head of the animal.” It establishes some form 

of relationship so that the benefits of the offering now go to the offerer. It might also have been 

at this that time the offerer explained the reason for bringing the sacrifice. So you can see, in a 

place like Num 5, when an offering is placed in the hand of the person, they then explain what 

the sacrifice is for. 

Verse 4 also mentions atonement, and as we saw in some detail in an earlier segment, 

atonement consists of two different ideas, ransom, and purification. The idea is that both sin and 

impurity endanger; therefore, ransom is needed, and they both defile; therefore, cleansing is 

needed. Atonement refers to both. The person who’s defiled by sin or impurity is rescued from 

judgment and cleansed. 

Animal Slaughter 

In verse 5 we read that the animal is slaughtered. Some translations here imply that it’s the 

offerer that slaughters the animal; other translations are a bit more ambiguous. We’ll have, for 

example, “The bull shall be slaughtered,” without identifying who does it. And it’s the same 

when it comes to who skins the animal and who butchers the animal in verses further below. 

Some will say it’s the offerer; others will be more ambiguous. The Hebrew allows for either. I 

prefer going with the more ambiguous translation here, simply because skinning and butchering 

an animal require a great deal of skill. It would therefore make good sense if tabernacle workers, 

such as priests or Levites, may have helped with these activities. Using an ambiguous translation, 

simply saying “the animal was skinned” or “was slaughtered,” allows for the possibility that it’s 

not the offerer but that others are helping as well. 

What is clear in this verse is that it’s the priests who bring the blood, perhaps catching it in a 

bowl, and do everything connected to the altar. The altar in view here is the burnt offering altar 

that stood in the courtyard. It was a large wooden box covered with bronze, about seven and a 

half feet wide and seven and a half feet long by four and a half feet tall (2.3 meters by 2.3 meters 

by 1.4 meters). That means that its top was over fifty square feet, or over five square meters. This 

was a huge altar. The priests would splash the blood all around on the altar. This was a way of 

presenting the animal’s lifeblood to the Lord and thus accomplishing atonement for the offerer. 

Skinned, Butchered, and Put on the Altar 

In verses 6–9 we see that the animal is skinned and butchered and then put on the altar. Verse 

9, in particular, says that the internal organs and legs are washed with water. This would perhaps 

be to remove waste from the intestines and on the legs, which would be, of course, inappropriate 

to present to the King. Verse 9 describes the offering in three different ways: It is a whole burnt 

offering, an offering by fire, and a pleasing aroma to the Lord. 

That phrase “offering by fire” is sometimes translated as “food offering,” though if you go 

with that translation, it becomes a bit redundant in a place like Lev 3:16. In any case, the word 

often refers to that which is burned up on the altar and presented to the Lord. It often goes 

together with the phrase “pleasing aroma,” which shows the general purpose of the offering: to 

receive the Lord’s good favor and pleasure. 
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Burnt Offering of Flock Animals 

Verses 10–13 then describe the burnt offering of flock animals; that is to say, a sheep or a 

goat. These laws assume verses 3–9, and therefore, you can see they are much shorter than that 

section on presenting an animal from the herd. 

Burnt Offerings of Birds 

Verses 14–17 then provide the burnt offering law of birds, which is this gracious concession 

for the poor. Birds, of course, will be far less costly; and because the Lord desires all His people 

to be able to come before Him and worship Him, He provides a way to make sure that no one 

would be prevented because they didn’t have the economic means to do so. 

Birds, of course, are physically different than these other animals, so the instructions here 

are, again, more detailed. The overall picture, however, is similar. An animal is killed, the blood 

goes on the altar, and the body is burned. There are certain things that the text commands but 

does not explain; for example, the innards aren’t washed but are thrown on the ash heap to the 

east of the altar, and we’re not told why. The bird’s body is torn but not divided in two. And all 

sorts of suggestions have been made, but it’s simply not clear; the text doesn’t tell us why. 

Many times, the text does not give us an explanation simply because it would have made 

sense to the original audience. If you think about a modern recipe, for example, that tells you 

how to bake a cake, it might often say “add two eggs,” but it usually doesn’t tell you that you 

first have to crack the eggs and throw away the shells. It simply assumes that you know that. In 

any case, what the text does do is provide enough information for the original offerer to know 

how to make these kinds of offerings. 

In the next section, we’ll consider what is it that the Lord’s trying to teach the Israelites about 

how to come before Him in worship and, therefore, allow us to consider what is it that He’s 

trying to teach us. 
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WHOLE BURNT OFFERINGS (LEV 1:3–17): PART 3 

Introduction 

So, what were the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel 

when it comes to the burnt offering, and how do those lessons apply to us today? Most generally 

speaking, those presenting a burnt offering had one general goal in mind and at least one of two 

purposes. 

The General Goal: The Lord’s Favorable Acceptance 

First, the general goal, and you see this especially in verses 3 and 4: the Lord’s favorable 

acceptance. Whenever you brought an offering, you desired the Lord to look on you and your 

offering with favor. And that wasn’t because the offering was a way of earning something before 

God. No, in fact, the Lord provides a system of offerings as an invitation, an invitation for His 

people to come into His presence with hearts of worship, with hearts of praise, to let Him know 

their needs and to bring these things to Him, their loving and holy covenant King. Think of 

offerings as a doorway, a doorway of invitation through which they could enter to come before 

the King. At the same time, even with seeking His favor, it was to be understood that a certain 

protocol was involved when approaching a king. Israelites had to follow the Lord’s instructions 

as a way of demonstrating respect to Him. 

And, of course, in bringing these offerings, they were to understand they were to present 

them from a general life of faithfulness to the Lord’s commands. It would be an insult to present 

the Lord a gift of honor while living a life of unfaithfulness. It would be like a husband giving 

flowers to his wife while he’s in the midst of having an affair. This explains why the prophets are 

often so critical, not of sacrifice but of Israelites who present sacrifices while being unfaithful. 

So, we read the Lord saying, 

I hate, I despise your religious festivals; your assemblies are a stench to me. Even though 

you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them. Though you bring 

choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them. Away with the noise of your 

songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, 

righteousness like a never-failing stream! (Amos 5:21–24) 

So, you can see the problem there was not with the offerings; it’s that the offerings were 

being presented by people who were not people of justice and who weren’t seeking 

righteousness. The Lord calls His people, OT or NT, to reflect His character into the world. 

So, by way of summary in terms of this general purpose, these offerings are a gracious 

invitation to know and experience the favor of the heavenly King. And the expectation was that 

those who sought such favor from this loving King would be living their lives as His servants, 

not just when they presented the offering but, in all of life, reflecting His character into the 

world. 

Two Specific Purposes 

Make Atonement 

There were two more specific purposes that you can see with these offerings. The first in 

verse 4 is to make atonement. Atonement, as we noted, involves both ransom and purification. 

Sin or severe impurity can put you at risk of judgment; therefore, ransom is needed. And sin and 



 

Proper Worship: Offerings (Lev 1:1–7:38)  133 

 

severe impurity defile you; therefore, purification is needed. And atonement involves both of 

these things; it’s a ransom-purification. 

RANSOM-PURIFICATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT. We can understand why this is 

needed in two different ways. 

A Holy God. The first is to say that the Lord is a holy God. Unlike us, He never does evil; He 

only does good. And because of His holiness, He brings His justice to bear against evil. That 

explains our need of ransom. And because of His holiness, we cannot have fellowship with Him 

if we’re defiled by sin, and that explains our need of cleansing. 

A Good God. But we can also explain atonement in terms of the Lord as a good God. He 

created this world to reflect His goodness, His justice, His mercy, and His love. Why? Well, for 

His glory and our good. If the world becomes that kind of place—a place filled with His justice, 

goodness, mercy, and love—not only people will see His glory; it will be a blessing for 

humanity. And for that reason, in order to guard that kind of world, He will bring His justice to 

bear against evil because evil destroys His good world. And that means His justice is a good 

thing. 

What’s also important to note here is that He provides atonement as an act of grace. He 

knows we’re going to commit wrong, to commit evil, and He doesn’t just leave us there; He 

provides atonement as an act of His grace, an act of His goodness and love, so that we can 

restore fellowship with Him and can be returned to reflecting His goodness into the world. 

RANSOM-PURIFICATION AND JESUS’ SACRIFICIAL DEATH. Of course, we can’t 

help but think of Jesus in this whole regard. We see God’s grace most clearly in Jesus’ sacrificial 

death, the ultimate act of atonement. Let me mention at least three different ways. 

Offering a Blameless Sacrifice. First, just as the animals in Lev 1 are to be physically 

blameless sacrifices, Jesus was a morally blameless sacrifice. That’s, in fact, the reason that He 

could become our substitute. We read these words in 1 Peter: “For you know that it was not with 

perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life 

handed down to you from your ancestors, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without 

blemish or defect” (1 Pet 1:18–19). 

Identifying with the Offering. Second, offerers in the OT identified themselves with the 

animals by means of the hand-leaning rite so that the benefits of the offering became theirs. We 

identify with Jesus by faith, and the benefits of His sacrifice and resurrection become ours. It’s 

through faith that we are now in Christ. His death counts as ours (Rom 6:8), His righteousness is 

ours (2 Cor 5:21), and His resurrection guarantees our own (1 Cor 15:20–23). 

Gracious Gift of Atonement. Third, just as the Lord provided a way of atonement in grace 

and love for the Israelites, so He provides Jesus as a way of atonement in grace and love for us. 

One of the most well-known verses in the Bible is John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that 

he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal 

life.” We, therefore, need Jesus to ransom us from the penalty our sin deserves and to cleanse us 

and make us right with God. 
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With Praise or Petition 

Finally, along with atonement, other texts emphasize that the burnt offering was a way of 

adding an exclamation point to prayers of praise or petition. 

PRAISE. Sometimes, for example, a burnt offering would be for praise and thanksgiving, 

like when you are fulfilling a vow for a prayer that was answered (Lev 22:18–20). Bringing a 

burnt offering in which the entire animal is consumed is this costly way to say thank you to the 

Lord (compare here Psa 66:13, 15). The idea is that when a king shows you such love and grace 

and such favor, that costly worship is an appropriate response. 

This, in fact, explains Rom 12:1. We sometimes forget the context of that verse. In Romans 

9–11 those verses are all about God’s unbelievable provision to us in Jesus. And in light of that 

provision, Rom 12:1 begins, “Therefore”—in light of all that God has done in Jesus— “I urge 

you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 

and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship.” We do this not to earn God’s favor 

but because of the rich, deep favor He’s given us in Jesus. 

PETITION. At other times a burnt offering would be made as an exclamation point not for 

praise but when you are asking for the Lord’s help in serious situations like war (1 Sam 7:9) or in 

the midst of suffering (Psa 20:2–6). It was a way of emphasizing the prayer of saying, “I’m 

crying out with all my heart to you because only you can help.” 

Summary 

By way of summary, the burnt offering was the most costly. It was presented in order to 

atone or to put an exclamation point to prayers or, in some cases, perhaps both. But when 

presented from a sincere heart in the proper way, the Israelites knew that the Lord looked on 

them with favor. 

For us today, Jesus is the ultimate burnt offering (compare Lev 1:9; Eph 5:2). If we put our 

trust in Him and lean on Him in faith, we can know that the Lord accepts us with favor. John 

1:12 talks about this, as does Eph 1:3–6, and once we know His love and acceptance, we cannot 

help but respond to it by living our entire life as an act of worship and devotion to Him in 

gratefulness for what He’s done for us. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the familiarity of 

burnt offering that predated Moses. 

The Burnt Offering Sacrifice: Its History and Importance (1:3–17) 

The burnt offering was a sacrifice with which Israel was already familiar when Moses 

recorded God’s instructions in the Book of Leviticus. Burnt offerings are mentioned in such 

early texts as Gen 8:20; 22:22; Exod 10:25; and Job 1:5.23 Although the occasions that evoked 

burnt offerings may have varied from one of thankfulness (Gen 8:20) to one of crisis (Judg 

20:26), the purpose of the offering was to honor God and attract his attention. Similar practices 

were carried out by other peoples of the ancient Near East, including the Hittites and the 

Egyptians. And yet, Jenson has argued that in the Israelite sacrificial system the burnt offering 
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was the most important sacrifice, for it is the most prominent sacrifice in the festivals (Num 28–

29), it occupies the preeminent position in the prescription lists (e.g., Lev 1–7), and it was 

completely burned (the priest would not eat any part of the victim). On every one of the Israelite 

feast days, excluding the Day of Atonement when the sin offering is the central focus, the burnt 

offering was the most important sacrifice. 

Many scholars view the burnt offering as the principal atoning sacrifice as well (Lev 9:7; 

14:20; 16:24). Some rabbis believed the burnt offering atoned for all sins that were not covered 

under the sin offerings. This expiatory function is the focus of Leviticus 1. 

The burnt offering is the first sacrifice prescribed in Leviticus. This may be due to the fact 

that the burnt offerings were the most frequent offerings, performed twice daily (Num 28) as 

well as on special holy days. The word for burnt offering, ʿōlâ, is a noun that occurs 287 times in 

the Old Testament. It comes from the Hebrew root ʿlh, “to ascend,” and describes the smoke of 

the offering that ascends into heaven (see Judg 13:20). This offering was distinctive among the 

Israelite sacrifices in that the entire offering, apart from the skin, was consumed and no portion 

of it was eaten by the priest or the offerer. 

The Septuagint translates the Hebrew term ʿōlâ, “burnt offering,” with the Greek word 

holokautōma, from which we get our English word “holocaust.” The term occurs only twice in 

the Greek New Testament, in Mark 12:33 and Heb 10:6–8 in citations of 1 Sam 15:13 and Ps 

40:6–8 respectively. The citation in Heb 10:6–8 is particularly significant where burnt offerings, 

in association with other offerings, are shown to be inferior to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, who 

offered himself as a sacrifice for sin once for all (Heb 10:1–4, 10). This suggests that the 

sacrificial system and particularly the burnt offering foreshadows or typifies the death of Christ 

for sins. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 84–85. 
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GRAIN OFFERINGS (LEV 2:1–16): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 2 gives a series of laws on grain offerings. The main idea could be described as 

follows: This chapter (Lev 2) is teaching the Israelites how to present a grain offering properly so 

they can be favorably accepted before the Lord. In doing so, it accomplishes three more specific 

goals: 

1. It reminds the Israelites of their covenant obligations to the Lord and His covenant 

promises to them. 

2. It reminded, if you will, the Lord that He also had covenant obligations to Israel, and 

it was their way of asking for His favor. 

3. It also underscored the importance of taking care of—providing for the needs of—

spiritual leaders among the covenant people. 

Literary/Historical Context 

Let’s turn to consider the literary historical context here. In terms of the larger literary 

context of Leviticus, it’s no surprise that a law on grain offerings comes right after Lev 1 on 

burnt offerings, and that’s simply because burnt offerings were often accompanied by grain 

offerings. You see this in Lev 14:20 or Lev 14:31. So, when Leviticus 1 explains how to make a 

burnt offering, it’s very natural to explain next how you make a grain offering. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of the chapter, as in chapter 1, chapter 2 again consists of laws that 

are presented as case laws. So, the chapter begins, “When anyone brings a grain offering to the 

LORD”—that’s the case being described— “their offering is to be of the finest flour.” The 

chapter now goes on to describe what to do in that case. We can also describe the structure as 

consisting of three different sections: 

• Verses 1–3 give a law for uncooked grain offerings. 

• Verses 4–10 give laws for cooked grain offerings. 

• Verses 14–16 talk about the grain offerings from the firstfruits. 

In the middle of these sections we have an important clarification (verses 11–13)—that is to 

say, which ingredients are forbidden and which ingredients are required when it comes to grain 

offerings. 

Important Details: General 

Let’s begin to look now at some of the most important details in Lev 2. I’ll begin with four 

general items or general comments and then, in the next segment, turn to consider more specific 

details. 

Materials 

First general comment: the materials used in grain offerings. 

FLOUR. Most grain offerings consisted of fine flour, oil, and salt. If they were uncooked, 

frankincense would also be added to the offering. We’re never told how much salt or 
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frankincense, but often the amounts of flour and oil are specified. There were three main options: 

When it comes to the flour, it was to be fine flour, and the most common measurement was one-

tenth of an ephah; that is to say, anywhere from nine to sixteen cups. It’s sometimes hard to 

identify with precision what exactly a biblical measurement equals today, but one-tenth of an 

ephah is thought to be between nine and sixteen cups (eight to fifteen metric cups). Sometimes 

this could be two-tenths of an ephah or three-tenths of an ephah. 

OIL. In terms of oil—which would, of course, have been olive oil—the most common 

measurement is a quarter hin of oil. That would be approximately 0.25–0.4 gallons (0.9–1.6 

liters). Other measurements include one-third of a hin or one-half of a hin. In other words, when 

you put that much flour and oil together, we’re not talking just a slice of bread here; this was a 

significant amount of flour and oil. 

Manner of Preparation 

A second general comment: the manner of preparation. There were three main options. 

• They could be uncooked; that is to say, fine flour mixed with oil but not made into a 

bread (Lev 2:1–3, 7:10, etc.). Frankincense and salt would also be added to these (2:1, 

13). 

• A second option was they could be cooked. Here the fine flour would be made into 

bread, and there were three different ways of doing so; three different types of bread 

(verses 4–10). The bread was always to be unleavened. Oil and salt would be added 

when it was offered. 

• The third option was you could roast the flour; that is to say, roast the grain before 

you turned it into flour. And that too can be presented as an offering (2:14–16). 

Again, oil, salt, and frankincense would be added here. 

Presentation Offering 

A third general comment: How was a grain offering presented? Well, it was probably 

brought to the priest in some sort of dish or vessel. If you brought a grain offering alone, like 

without a burnt offering, we could assume that whenever you gave it to the priest you would 

explain what the grain offering was for. The priest would bring the grain offering to the north 

side of the altar of burnt offering, take a fistful of the offering—oil would have been poured on 

top of it and thus it would have burned well—and burned it on the altar along with any 

frankincense if that was offered (frankincense is not edible). The rest was then to be eaten by the 

priests in the tabernacle court; that is to say, in a holy place, because grain offerings were 

considered to be a most holy offering. 

Occasion and Purpose 

Fourth general comment: What were the occasions and purposes of grain offerings? 

Sometimes grain offerings could be presented on their own, like a grain offering of jealousy 

(Num 5) or the continual grain offering of Aaron and his sons (Lev 6:19–23). But frequently, 

they were accompanied by burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, or perhaps it’s better to say 

they would accompany burnt offerings and fellowship offerings. You see this is places like Lev 

9:3–4 or 14:20 or Num 6:14–15. 

And this is no surprise. It’s important to remember that offerings often functioned like meals, 

and it was common in those days that a meal of meat would be accompanied by bread. You can 



138  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

see this, for example, in Gen 18:6–7. And you might think of how in some Western countries we 

talk about having a meal of meat and potatoes. We’ll talk about the meal metaphor of sacrifice 

more when we get to Lev 3. But the grain offering thus made the meal complete. You had the 

meat, the burnt offering or fellowship offering, and you had the bread, the grain offering. 

What this also suggests—the fact that it often accompanied these offerings—is that it was 

considered to be a part of those sacrifices. That is to say, it worked together with them and thus 

had the same purpose of whatever offering it accompanied, be it atonement, petition, praise, 

fellowship, etc. 

In the next section we’ll take a look at these verses of chapter 2 with respect to specific 

details. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning grain offerings. 

Grain Offering (ה חָּ  minchah)—Lev 2:1–16; 6:14–18 ,ִמנְּ

 

Procedure for a standard grain cereal offering: 

• The worshiper has to bring an offering made of fine flour. 

• The worshiper pours oil on it and puts frankincense on it. 

• The worshiper brings it to the priests. 
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• The worshiper extracts a handful of the fine flour and oil, with all of its frankincense, 

and gives it to the priest. 

• The priest burns this as its memorial portion on the altar. 

The procedure for a grain offering does not vary greatly. Like the burnt offering, it is a food 

offering that brings pleasure to God. The grain offering also appears frequently with other modes 

of offering and sacrifice. It seems to indicate an honor protocol for Yahweh. It does not appear to 

have any atonement qualities, but it is part of the priestly prebend. In practice, the offering rarely 

stands on its own. 

D. Jeffrey Mooney, “Leviticus, Book of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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GRAIN OFFERINGS (LEV 2:1–16): PART 2 

More Specific Details 

Let’s now take a look at some of the more specific details from Lev 2. We’ll go through each 

of the four major sections of this chapter. Again, I invite you to have your Bible open in front of 

you. 

Uncooked Grain Offerings 

The first section is uncooked grain offerings (verses 1–3). The chapter perhaps begins here 

for the simple reason that these may have been the most common to present to the Lord. 

Ingredients 

The ingredients were fine flour, so called either because it was milled more intensively and 

therefore very fine or because it was the best part of the grain. In either case, this is a kind of 

flour that was fit for a king. You can see that in a place like Ezek 16:13. 

Oil would be poured on top—olive oil, of course—and this would aid in the burning of the 

memorial portion and would also help to make an especially rich dough. 

Frankincense would also be added. This was not just incense—some translations use just the 

term “incense” here—but this was a particular type made from the gum resin of a tree found in 

southern Arabia. It was a very costly spice and thus, again, something that was appropriate for a 

king. It’s no surprise, years later, that the magi considered it fit for King Jesus (Matt 2:11). 

Frankincense is not edible, so it would be placed on top of the offering so that it could all be 

taken and burned with the memorial portion. And this, of course, would make the odor all the 

more pleasing. 

Process 

The offerer would bring the offering to the priest, no doubt in some sort of dish or vessel, and 

the priest would remove the fistful as a memorial portion and burn it on the altar (verse 2). It was 

called the memorial portion because it was burned up so that the Lord might remember the 

offerer and his or her prayer. In the Bible, to be remembered before the Lord doesn’t mean that 

He’d forgotten you or was unaware of you; no, the Israelites used this language of remembrance 

to describe the Lord’s favor toward His people. They used it to refer to the fact that you could 

see in real life that the Lord had indeed remembered to be faithful to His covenant promises. 

So, when you look at a verse like Psa 8:4, which you could translate, “What is mankind that 

you remember them, human beings that you care for them?” You see that to be remembered 

before the Lord is to experience in real time His favor and care. And so, the part burnt to Him is 

called the memorial portion because it’s the offerer’s way of saying, “Please show me, Lord, 

your favor and care.” 

In verse 3 we read that the remainder was for Aaron and his sons. And this, of course, met a 

very practical need for the priests, providing them with food, bread in particular—or at least 

flour for bread—which was one of the main staples in ancient Israel. And this meant that it also 

freed up their time, the priest’s time, for serving the Lord and His people. In 7:10 we learn that 

the priests would share these uncooked offerings. They had an ongoing supply of flour for bread 

here. 
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Cooked Grain Offerings 

The second section is about cooked grain offerings (verses 4–10). There are three different 

ways that you could prepare a cooked grain offering. 

Oven 

Verse 4 tells us you could use an oven. These would have been made of clay. They would 

have had different shapes. But in general, they were probably about 27–39 inches high and 20–

24 inches wide (70–100 cm high, 50–60 cm wide). You would build a fire on the inside in 

stones, and then the coals would be taken away and you could bake the dough on the oven walls 

or on the stones—the stones that were left and that were still heated inside the oven. 

The breads made in an oven would be soft bread, and there were two different types. You 

could have thick and thin, sometimes translated as “cakes” and “wafers.” These types of bread 

were required at some especially holy occasions, such as the ordination of Aaron and his sons 

(Exod 29:2, 23) or the completion of a Nazirite vow (Num 6:15, 19). These breads were also 

offered with the fellowship offering of thanksgiving (Lev 7:12), and this appears to have been 

the highest grade of fellowship offering. This in turn suggests that these types of breads were 

some of the best that could be offered. 

Griddle 

A second way of preparing a baked grain offering was on a griddle (verses 5–6). This would 

be an iron or clay pan shaped like a flat bowl and placed so that the dome would be over the fire 

and the bread put on the outside. The breads prepared this way were hard and thin, and that’s 

why they had to be broken before being presented. 

Pan 

In verse 7, it describes the third way. You could use a pan, which was perhaps like a deeper 

bowl—kind of like a frying pan, sometimes with a lid—and we assume would use oil in the 

preparing of the bread. The breads here would be softer and thicker than bread prepared on the 

griddle. 

Ingredients for the Grain Offerings 

The third section (verses 11–13) is a bit of an aside. It interrupts the flow of it here to talk 

about important details in terms of ingredients for grain offerings. It prohibits yeast and honey 

(verses 11–12) but requires (verse 13) the use of salt. There are two questions that we can ask of 

these verses. 

Prohibiting Yeast and Honey 

First, why prohibit yeast and honey (verses 11–12)? We might begin by saying it’s natural to 

find yeast and honey mentioned together here because both are involved in making leavened 

bread. Yeast causes bread to rise by producing gases as it consumes the natural sugars of the 

flour. If you add something like honey, which is rich in sugar, it can speed up this process. But 

still, why prohibit these things? No reason is given. The prohibition is emphasized—you see it at 

the beginning of verse 11 and the end of verse 12—but no rationale is provided. At least four 

suggestions have been made by scholars: 
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• One suggestion is that perhaps these things were prohibited because they were 

associated with corruption. 

• A second suggestion is that leaven is a living organism, and only dead things could be 

burned on the altar in sacrifice. 

• A third is that leaven caused changes to happen in the bread and was thus suspect, 

since this is not in keeping with the emphasis that Leviticus has on order and keeping 

everything in its place. 

• A fourth suggestion is that honey, in particular, was prohibited because it was part of 

pagan sacrifices. 

This fourth suggestion is unlikely since other items that were presented on the altar, like 

cattle, were also used in heathen sacrifices. As for the first three suggestions, there’s no reason to 

deny any of them, but there’s also no way to confirm them either. So, it’s unwise to build any 

points of application here. Sometimes we just have to be content to say we don’t know the 

rationale. 

Requiring Salt 

A second question we can ask is, why require salt (verse 13)? Note the emphasis here for 

having salt; it’s repeated three different times: “You shall add salt to every grain offering. You 

shall never cease from presenting the salt of the covenant of your God with any grain offering. 

You shall add salt to every offering” [Sklar’s translation]. 

The key here is the phrase “the salt of the covenant of your God.” The phrase “covenant of 

salt” occurs two other times in the Bible, and both times it’s associated with the covenant’s 

perpetual or ongoing nature. In Numbers 18:19, “Whatever is set aside from the holy offerings 

the Israelites present to the LORD I give to you and your sons and daughters as your perpetual 

share. It is an everlasting covenant of salt before the LORD for both you and your offspring.” 

And you see the same again in 2 Chr 13:5. In our context, then, the phrase “covenant of salt” is 

thus this constant reminder to the Israelites to be faithful to the covenant that they had just 

entered into with the Lord at Mount Sinai, perpetually, generation after generation, as long as 

that covenant, the Mosaic covenant, endured. 

Grain Offerings of Firstfruits 

The final section is in verses 14–16, grain offerings of firstfruits. Instead of bringing flour 

(verses 1–3) or bread (verses 4–10), the Israelites could also bring their recently harvested grain. 

In this case they would rub the ears of the grain in order to get the grains from the inside and 

then roast them or perhaps roast the ears first and then rub the ears to get the grains. This was 

apparently a fairly common food in ancient Israel. You can compare Lev 23:14 or Josh 5:11. 

Summary 

In sum, there were three different ways to present a grain offering and instructions on what 

must not be included (leaven and honey) and what must be included (the salt of the covenant). 

In the next section we’ll begin to ask about some of the applications for the Israelites and for 

us regarding grain offerings. 
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Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the yeast for the grain 

offering of firstfruits, and a conclusion about the grain offering. 

Yeast for Offering of Firstfruits (2:11–12) 

2:11–12 This last section of Leviticus 2 highlights general regulations for the grain offering 

directed to the priests. The rules apply to all types of grain offerings previously mentioned. That 

the priests are primarily in view is made evident by the fact that plural verbs are employed. Also, 

those addressed are the ones responsible for burning the offerings, an obligation that would only 

pertain to priests (2:11). 

The grain offerings were to be made without leaven (2:11, ḥāmēṣ, NIV “yeast”) and honey 

probably because these ingredients cause fermentation or decay. In addition, as noted above, 

honey (dĕbaš), like leaven, was widely used in pagan cults and was thus also prohibited. This 

fact may have been a collateral reason for the prohibition. Leaven was limited to grain foods 

such as wheat, barley, and spelt. It was not permitted in the house or on the table during Passover 

(Exod 13:3, 7). It was also prohibited with other sacrifices (Exod 23:18; 34:25) but could be 

eaten with the thank offering (Lev 7:13; Amos 4:5) and with the fruit offerings (Lev 23:17). 

Offerings that contain leaven and honey could in fact be offered as “firstfruits,” rēʾšît (2:12). The 

firstfruit offering was composed of the first processed fruit coming from the threshing floor. The 

New Testament refers to Christ’s resurrection as the firstfruit, for his resurrection signals the first 

for millions of those who would believe in him (1 Cor 15:20). 

Conclusion 

The grain offering was a gift to the Lord that honored him as the source of life and of the 

fertility of the land. It represented the dedication to God of the fruit of one’s labor. In the grain 

offering the worshiper offered the best of the kernels of wheat to indicate that he was offering the 

best to God, which signified the dedication of one’s life and work to God. The same is to be the 

response of the New Testament worshiper as well. The most common New Testament word for 

sacrifice, thysía, is the term used to translate minḥâ in the Septuagint. 

The New Testament believer is also reminded that as the believer in Old Testament times 

offered this grain to God, so Jesus Christ as the Bread of life offered his life to God (John 6:32–

35). Kaiser comments, “As the grain was bruised and crushed to make the sacrifice for the 

ancient Israelite, so the living Bread was bruised and crushed for all who would believe.” This is 

certainly the theological context for the eucharist, for the bread represents the sacrificial flesh 

and supplies the symbol for communion with God. The body of the Son of God who was 

sacrificed for the sins of the world is compared to the bread that both God and humans partake of 

(Matt 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke 22:19; 1 Cor 11:23f.). 

If the Israelite was to avoid using leaven and honey in the offerings because these were 

customary practices among the pagans, this passage would have an additional application to the 

Christian life. As the Israelite was called to be holy, and thus be separate from the world, so too 

the Christian is charged to be distinct, “holy,” set apart from this evil age (1 Pet 1:16). The 

Christian must avoid evil associations, especially those affiliations deemed to be part of pagan 

culture (1 Thess 5:22). Finally, the reference to the offerings being “seasoned with salt” may be 
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the basis of Mark 9:49, which speaks of believers being salted with fire. As Calvin writes, 

“When we are searched and tried by fire, we shall be acceptable sacrifices to God, and that this is 

the seasoning of salt when our flesh with its affections shall have been well macerated.” 

Moreover, as “salt of the earth” (Matt 5:3) believers are to be pleasing and acceptable to God. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 97–100. 
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GRAIN OFFERINGS (LEV 2:1–16): PART 3 

Key Lessons from the Grain Offerings 

So, what were the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? As we’ve already noted, grain offerings often 

accompanied either burnt offerings or fellowship offerings. In those cases, they shared a 

common purpose, whether praise, petition, or fellowship. However, three particular things about 

grain offerings must not be missed. 

Salt of the Covenant 

First, requiring “the salt of the covenant of your God.” This reminded the Israelites of the 

covenant obligations that they had to the Lord as well as His promise of covenant faithfulness to 

them. For the Israelites, this was a reminder that they’re required to be a kingdom of priests, a 

holy nation. This is their call in the covenant. Jesus picks up on this in Matt 5:16 when He says 

to the believer today, “In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your 

good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.” 

But this was also a reminder, this salt of the covenant, that the Lord was faithful to His 

covenant promises. The Lord had already shown in His deliverance of Israel from Egypt that He 

was a covenant-keeping God, a God of great power, and for this reason, they could obey Him 

fully and with bold confidence. It was God’s powerful presence that enabled radical obedience 

on the Israelites’ part, trusting in His strength, not their own. Jesus makes the same point when 

He says to us, in Matt 28, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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.” It’s because Jesus is with us that we can obey, 

with bold confidence, the things that He asks us to do. 

Remembering/Appealing 

A second point we walk away with here—and that the Israelites would have walked away 

with—is that the memorial portion burnt on the altar reminded the Lord of His covenant 

obligations to Israel and was an appeal to Him for His favor. As we mentioned earlier, the 

language of remembrance is really a way of speaking of the Lord’s favor. And so, the psalmist 

says, “Remember me, LORD, when you show favor to your people, come to my aid when you 

save them” (Psa 106:4). When the priest burned the memorial portion, it was like a physical 

prayer—a physical way to say, on the offerer’s behalf, “Oh Lord, please show me your favor and 

goodness in keeping with your loving and gracious covenant promises.” 

The key here to remember, though, is that the Lord had already shown to Israel His covenant 

faithfulness and His grace, and the Israelites were praying in light of that. Believers do that today 

on the basis of the grace already shown in Jesus, the one who’s come to bring us a new covenant 

(Heb 8). It’s on the basis of that covenant that we pray boldly for the Lord to show us His favor 

and love in keeping with the promises that He’s made to us in Jesus. And you can see here (Heb 

10:19–22) how that thought is developed there. 
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Providing for Spiritual Leaders’ Needs 

A third point here: The priests’ portion of each offering showed the importance of providing 

for the needs of the community’s spiritual leaders. You might remember that in Nehemiah’s day, 

the people stopped providing tithes to the Levites. And when they did, the Levites had to stop 

working at the temple. That meant that the worship of God and ministry toward the people was 

very badly affected. You can see that in Neh 13:10–11. It was, of course, vital that the people, 

therefore, provided for those who ministered in the tabernacle or temple so that the worship of 

God and ministry toward the people could continue. 

The NT applies this same principle to those who work in the church. Consider 1 Corinthians 

9:13–14, where Paul says, “Don’t you know that those who serve in the temple get their food 

from the temple, and that those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? In the 

same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living 

from the gospel.” You can also see Gal 6:6 in this regard. The Lord knows that it’s very hard for 

hungry shepherds to take care of their sheep. The worship of the Lord suffers; the care of the 

flock suffers; and, therefore, the Lord’s people are to put a priority on caring well for their 

shepherds. 
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FELLOWSHIP OFFERINGS (LEV 3:1–17): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 3 is about fellowship offerings, sometimes known as peace offerings. The main 

idea here is simply this: The fellowship offering functions as the shared covenant meal between 

the offerer and the Lord, and that meant it was a way for the Israelites to celebrate and affirm 

their covenant relationship with Him and with one another. The chapter will also highlight that, 

by giving the Lord the fat, which was the very best portion, they were honoring Him as the God 

worthy of all praise. 

Literary Context 

In terms of literary context here, the fellowship offering was like the burnt offering and grain 

offering in that it was sometimes mandatory; that is to say, it was required in certain contexts, 

like the inauguration of tabernacle worship (9:3–4), but it could also be voluntary—could be 

brought as a freewill offering (e.g., 22:18, 21). The offerings for sin in chapters 4 and 5, by way 

of contrast, were always mandatory. So, from a literary perspective, it makes sense to have the 

fellowship offering with the first two, the burnt offering and the grain offering. 

Historical Context 

From a historical perspective, it’s incredibly important to understand the function of meals in 

ancient Israel. 

Signaling a Treaty (Gen 26:28–30) 

On the one hand, like today, meals could be a sign of hospitality (Gen 24:32–33, 54; Judg 

19:21). But more particularly, in ancient Israel, a meal could be a sign of covenant fellowship, 

even a confirmation of a covenant relationship. We sign a contract today; in ancient Israel they 

shared a meal. And you see this in a place like Gen 26:28–30: “They said, ‘We see plainly that 

the LORD has been with you. So, we said, let there be a sworn pact between us, between you 

and us, and let us make a covenant with you, that you will do us no harm, just as we have not 

touched you and have done to you nothing but good and have sent you away in peace. You are 

now the blessed of the LORD.’ So, he made them a feast, and they ate and drank.” You see, the 

meal there was a way of signing on the dotted line, if you will, confirming the covenant 

relationship. 

Signaling Divine Covenant 

VERTICAL RELATIONSHIP. This also explains Exod 24. The covenant has just been made 

between the Lord and Israel in chapters 20–23, and then, in 24:9, we read, “Moses and Aaron, 

Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up to Mount Sinai and saw the God of 

Israel. Under his feet was something like a pavement made of lapis lazuli, as bright blue as the 

sky. But God did not raise his hand against these leaders of the Israelites; they saw God, and they 

ate and drank” [Exod 24:9–11]. That is to say, they’re confirming the covenant relationship here 

as representatives of Israel. 

What’s especially significant here is that just before these verses, we read that the Israelites 

made fellowship offerings (verse 5). And it’s not hard to imagine that the meat for the covenant 

meal, or any meat that was involved in the meal of verse 11, came from those offerings. In fact, 

you can look at Deut 27 and you’ll see there specifically that when Israel enters the promised 
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land, they’re to reaffirm the covenant; and then in verse 7 we read these words: “Sacrifice 

fellowship offerings there, eating them and rejoicing in the presence of the LORD your God.” 

So, eating a meal and making a covenant—these things go together. 

And what that means is that the fellowship offering, which is the only offering from which 

the Israelites ate a part, is functioning as a shared meal, with part of it burnt to the Lord and part 

of it eaten by the Israelites as a way of confirming and celebrating the covenant relationship. 

This also explains why in some contexts the fellowship offering occurs after the atoning 

sacrifices. You see this in a place like Lev 9:15–21. It’s like saying, “Now that our sin is atoned 

for, we reaffirm and celebrate our covenant relationship with you, O Lord.” 

HORIZONTAL RELATIONSHIP. As a final point here, note that the Israelites ate a 

fellowship offering meat with other people, whether they’re family or guests (see Deut 12:7, 17–

18; compare 1 Sam 1:3–5). It wasn’t just a celebration of covenant relationship with the Lord; it 

was also a celebration and reminder of covenant relationship with other Israelites. That is to say, 

there was both a vertical dimension (relationship with the Lord) and a horizontal dimension 

(relationship with Israelites). It was a physical way of remembering the two greatest 

commandments: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength; love your 

neighbor as yourself. 

Structure and Flow 

Case Law (Lev 3:1–16) 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, most of the chapter, again, is in case law. There are 

two main laws. The first law is if the fellowship offering is from the herd (verses 1–5). The 

second law is if the fellowship offering is from the flock (verses 6–16). And that second section 

is again divided in two: how to present sheep (verses 7–11) and how to present goats (verses 12–

16). 

Apodictic Law (Lev 3:17) 

Interestingly, the chapter ends with a different form of law, known as apodictic law. Unlike 

case law, apodictic law doesn’t begin with a situation; doesn’t begin with an “if …” such and 

such. No, it just gives a more general command. The most well-known examples of this type of 

law would be the Ten Commandments: You shall not do this; you shall not do that. In this case, 

the law is not to eat any fat or blood. We’ll discuss the meaning of that verse (verse 17) a bit later 

on. But note here, because this verse is in a different form and occurs last in the list, it suggests 

that it’s being emphasized. 

In the next segment we’ll turn to consider some of the details of the chapter more 

specifically. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the procedures for 

peace/fellowship offerings. 
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Peace Offering (ים ִמִ֖ לָּ  shelamim)—Lev 3:1–17; 7:11–36 ,שְּ

 

Procedure for a peace offering: 

• When the worshiper offers an animal from the herd, it can be either a male or female 

without blemish. 

• The worshiper lays his hand on the head of his offering and kills it at the entrance of 

the tent of meeting. 

• The priests throw the blood against the sides of the altar. 

• The worshiper offers the following for a food offering to the Lord: 

o The fat covering 

o The entrails 

o The fat that is on the entrails 

o The two kidneys with the fat that is on them at the loins 

o The long lobe of the liver 

• The priests burn it on the altar on top of the burnt offering 

• The worshiper eats the remainder 

The peace offering combines blood manipulation with the aspects of food offerings. Alone, it 

seems to bear no expiatory effect in Leviticus. It also engineers a pleasing aroma to Yahweh. It is 

combined with other offerings, most notably the burnt offering. This offering resembles the burnt 

offering with two notable exceptions: 

1. The fat of the offering belongs to God. 

2. The bulk of the offering is consumed by the worshiper. 
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D. Jeffrey Mooney, “Leviticus, Book of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 

The Fellowship Offering (3:1–17) 

Like Leviticus 1 and 2, Leviticus 3 divides into three sections, the concluding verse of each 

section containing the repeated phrase “an offering made by fire” (3:5, 11, 16). The conclusion 

of the first and third sections are also related in that they contain the phrase “a pleasing aroma.” 

The three sections are: fellowship offerings from the herd (3:1–5), fellowship offerings from the 

flock (3:6–11), and fellowship offerings from the goats (3:12–17). The fellowship offering was 

prescribed on three specific occasions: the Feast of Weeks (23:19, 20), the completion of the 

Nazirite vow (Num 6:17–20), and the installation of the priests (Lev 9:18, 22).115 There were 

three separate types of fellowship offerings: (1) the thanksgiving offering, which was presented 

in response to a particular blessing an Israelite had experienced (7:12–15); (2) the votive 

offering, which was presented as a result of the worshiper making a vow to God (Jonah 2:9); and 

(3) the freewill offering, which was presented as a general expression of gratitude to God.116 

The fellowship offering appears to have been closely associated with the burnt offering, which it 

invariably followed.117 The procedures for the presentation of the sacrificial victim and the 

priests’ role in the disposal of the blood are virtually identical to those carried out for the burnt 

offering. Like the burnt offering and often in association with it, the fellowship offering was 

presented on momentous occasions in Israel’s history.118 

What was distinctive about the fellowship offering was that it could be shared by the offerer, 

who would partake of the meal.119 As such it expressed the joy of fellowship around a shared 

meal. Many scholars maintain that something like the fellowship offering was practiced by 

Israel’s neighbors to the north as evidenced by the Ugaritic tablets.120 Because the fellowship 

offering always included the partaking of a meal, birds were not candidates for this offering since 

they would be too small to provide an adequate amount of food. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 100–101. 
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FELLOWSHIP OFFERINGS (LEV 3:1–17): PART 2 

Most Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the more important details of Lev 3. I’ll begin with two 

general comments and then walk through the entire chapter. 

What did It Look Like? 

The first general comment is simply this: If we were there, what would it have looked like to 

see a fellowship offering presented? On the one hand, it would have looked very similar to a 

burnt offering. The offerer brings a blameless animal to the entrance of the tent of meeting, 

performs the hand-leaning rite, the animal would be slaughtered and butchered, and priests 

would put blood on the altar and burn some meat. But there were also four important differences: 

1. The animal here could be male or female (3:1). 

2. Here, the animal came from the herd or flock but not from the birds. 

3. On certain occasions, the animal did not have to be entirely free of physical faults, 

and you see this in 22:23. 

4. Most importantly, not all of the animal was burnt. This is the only offering that was 

divided, in fact, between the altar, the priest, and the offerer; the only offering from 

which the lay Israelites—non-priestly Israelites—actually ate, which was, of course, 

in keeping with its function as a shared meal celebrating and reconfirming the 

covenant relationship between the Lord and the Israelites and one another. 

What Should We Call It? 

A second general comment: What should it be called? The traditional English translation is 

“peace offering,” and that’s no surprise; the Hebrew root here is the same root as the word 

לֹום  shalom, which is often translated as “peace.” But the Hebrew word shalom communicates/שָּ

much more broadly than simply “peace”; it also communicates “completeness” or “safety” or 

“health” or “prosperity.” Other terms built on this same root are equally broad. They can mean 

“to be full” or “complete” or “finished” [ם לֵּ  ”shalem] or “to finish, restore, make good on a vow/שָּ

 .So, we can’t just assume “peace” is the best translation .[shillam/ִשַלם]

Instead, we need to ask, how does this sacrifice function? As already noted, it functions as a 

shared meal to celebrate and reconfirm covenant relationship. It’s not just about peace; it’s about 

the peaceful fellowship that exists between two parties in covenant relationship. And this 

suggests that the translation “fellowship offering” or even “covenant fellowship offering” best 

captures what’s going on here. 

More Specific Details 

With that background in place, let’s look at the chapter itself in more detail. Again, I invite 

you to have your Bibles open in front of you. The chapter consists of two major cases and one 

general prohibition. 

A Fellowship Offering from the Herd 

The first case is a fellowship offering from the herd (verses 1–5). Many of the instructions 

here overlap with the burnt offering: A blameless animal is brought; the offerer does the hand-

leaning rite; the animal is slaughtered, perhaps by a priest or Levite or offerer (the text doesn’t 
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say); and the blood is put on the altar by the priest. For more details, you can go to our earlier 

comments on Lev 1. What is unique here is the focus on burning the animal’s fat. You see that 

not only in verses 3–4 but also 9–10 and 14–15. And that leads to two questions. 

WHY SUCH A FOCUS ON FAT? The first, why such a focus on the fat of the animal? The 

answer is that the Israelites were forbidden from eating it (verse 17). Thus, it’s very important to 

be clear on what counts as the fat and to emphasize that it must be burned. 

WHY CAN’T THE ISRAELITES EAT IT? The second question is, then, “Well, why are the 

Israelites prohibited from eating it?” The answer is that it seems like the fat was actually 

considered the very best part of the animal. Some cultures today view fat negatively. In Israel, 

however, meat was rare, and the fat was the sweetest part. Note that at a later part in Israel’s 

history, some priests were demanding meat before the fat was burned. So we read, “But even 

before the fat was burned, the priest’s servant would come and say to the person who was 

sacrificing, ‘Give the priest some meat to roast; he won’t accept boiled meat from you, but only 

raw’ ” (1 Sam 2:15). Why? Because the fat was the best part—the filet mignon, the prime rib—

and that’s what these evil priests wanted. But because it was the best part, what that meant in 

ancient Israel is that it should be given to the guest of honor. And since the fellowship offering 

functions as this shared meal, the best part was to be given to the Lord, the ultimate guest of 

honor. If not, if you took the fat for yourself, you were dishonoring the Lord. You were saying 

He was not worthy of the best. This, in fact, explains why the priests in 1 Sam 2 who wanted the 

fat were condemned by the Lord. They were setting a horrible example for all Israel. 

All that is to say the chapter explains very carefully what pieces count as fat and makes clear 

that the priests are to burn it on the altar, on top of the daily whole burnt offering described in 

Lev 6:8–13. And undoubtedly, the fat would help with the burning of that offering. 

A Fellowship Offering from the Flock 

The second major case (verses 6–16) is the case of a fellowship offering from the flock. 

There is lots of overlap with the first law, but there are two particular things that we can note. 

SHEEP AND GOATS. First, this law is broken down into two situations: animals from the 

sheep (verses 7–11) and animals from the goats (verses 12–16). And the reason for this division 

becomes clear once we get to verse 9. The sheep were different from the goats in terms of their 

fatty tail. Scholars generally agree that the sheep in view here is one that is known as the broad-

tailed sheep. Their tail was not short like other sheep, but long and broad and could weigh up to 

twenty-eight pounds (thirteen kilograms). It’s still eaten in many places of the world today as a 

delicacy. And here, it had to be completely burned. It counted as part of the fat. It’s the presence 

of this tail that requires, then, sheep and goats to be treated separately. 

WAS THE LORD HUNGRY? A second thing we can note is that verse 11 raises a question. 

If we translated this fairly literally, we might translate it as follows: “Then the priest will burn it 

up in smoke on the altar; it is food, an offering by fire to the LORD.” Similar language is found 

in places like 21:6 and 21:21 describing offerings as food. And it raises the question: Is this 

meant to imply the Lord was hungry or needed sustenance like other ancient Near Eastern gods? 

The answer is not at all. 

When you look at a verse like Psa 50:13, He makes this very clear: “Do I eat the flesh of 

bulls or drink the blood of goats?” It’s clear this is a rhetorical question. The answer is no; not at 

all. So why, then, call the offering here—or part of the offering—food? Well, for the simple 
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reason that this offering functioned like a meal. Using the word “food” helps to make this clear; 

it helps to emphasize the fellowship offering functions like a shared meal between offerer and 

the Lord and the offerer and other Israelites. In this meal, you celebrate and affirm and also 

honor the Lord by giving Him the very best part. 

GENERAL PROHIBITION. Finally, the chapter ends with this general prohibition: no eating 

fat or blood. We’ve already talked about why they couldn’t eat the fat. It was the best part of the 

meal and had to be given to the guest of honor, the Lord. But why not blood? In fact, there are 

two questions here: What does it mean to eat blood? And secondly, why can’t you do it? In terms 

of eating blood, we might expect the phrase “you can’t drink blood,” since it’s a liquid. Here, the 

phrase “you shall not eat blood” likely means “don’t eat meat with its blood still in it.” So, you 

can see this in a place like Gen 9:4: “you must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it.” 

The second question, then, is why couldn’t you eat it? Several verses show that blood is 

equated with life. And this makes sense; once you lose blood you lose your life. The key is that 

all life belongs to the Lord. You see this in a place like Lev 17:11. You can only use it as He 

says. He allows you to place it on the altar as a substitute, but He doesn’t allow you to eat it as 

though you own it, as though you were lord over it. Life belongs to Him, and if you do eat it, 

you’re denying His sovereignty. 

Summary 

I could summarize this by saying: Suppose an Israelite child comes up to his or her father and 

says, “Why can’t we eat the fat or blood?” And the father or the mother could explain, “Look, 

the fat, that’s the very best part of the offering, and therefore, we give it to the Lord, the person 

most worthy of honor. When we go to the tabernacle and burn the fat, what we’re doing is 

honoring Him as the guest most worthy of honor and praise. 

“As for the blood, well, that’s the animal’s life. It doesn’t belong to us; it belongs to the Lord. 

He said to us that we can use it for certain things, making atonement for our own lives, but we 

give it back to Him by placing it on the altar, not eating it as though it belonged to us. When we 

do that, we’re saying, ‘You are Lord over all of life, and we’re following your commands as a 

way of honoring you as that Lord.’” 

In the next section we’ll go on to see how these things applied to the Israelites and how they 

apply to us today. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning a concise definition 

of the peace/fellowship offering. 

PEACE OFFERING. †Heb. (zebaḥ) šelem 

…is customarily rendered “peace offering” (so RSV, KJV), but perhaps the best translation is 

“sacrifice of communion,” since the apparent purpose of such offerings was communion between 

God and the worshipper in the ceremonial meal (Lev. 7:15–18; 19:5–8) that was the focus of 

these offerings. The animals sacrificed could be female or male and were to be, like all sacrificial 

animals, without blemish (3:1, 6). The blood was thrown against and around the altar (vv. 2, 8, 

13). Certain organs of peace offerings, as with all sacrificial animals, were burned on the altar 
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(vv. 3–5, 9–11, 14–16). The right thigh and the breast went to the priests for their consumption 

(Exod. 29:27–28; Lev. 7:31–36). Grain and oil offerings accompanied peace offerings (vv. 12–

14; Num. 15:8–10). 

Peace offerings were offered both from devotion free from any particular obligation and in 

fulfillment of vows made in time of trouble (Lev. 7:16; 22:21). They were also offered during the 

consecration of priests (9:4, 18, 22), on feast days (23:19), on completion of Nazirite vows 

(Num. 6:14, 17), and on other occasions that called for particular thanks or attention to God 

(7:88; Josh. 8:31; Judg. 20:26; 21:4; 1 Sam. 11:15; 1 Kgs. 8:63–64; Ezek. 43:27). The thank, 

freewill, and votive offerings apparently were categories of peace offering (Lev. 7:11–18; cf. Ps. 

54:6–7 MT 8–9]). 

Allen C. Myers, The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 807. 
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FELLOWSHIP OFFERINGS (LEV 3:1–17): PART 3 

Introduction 

What are the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? It was suggested above that the fellowship offering 

functioned like a shared meal between the offer and the Lord. Two aspects of the meal are of 

particular importance here. 

Reminder of Covenant 

Old Testament Fellowship Offering 

First, because meals often function to confirm covenants, the fellowship offering was a 

reminder of the Lord’s covenant promises to Israel and of their covenant responsibilities to Him 

and to one another. So, on the one hand, the Israelites reaffirmed and celebrated their covenant 

relationship with the Lord when they partook of these meals. He was their covenant King; and to 

partake of this meal, this offering, was to reaffirm that, to celebrate it, and to recommit to 

covenant faithfulness to Him. At the same time, they ate this meal with fellow Israelites; and 

therefore, it was a reaffirmation and celebration that they were in covenant relationship with one 

another and recommitting themselves to be faithful to one another and to care for one another. 

New Testament Lord’s Supper 

In the NT, the Lord’s Supper picks up on these same very things. It is a covenant meal. So, 

Jesus refers to the cup as “the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20). This meal serves as a 

way to reaffirm and celebrate that Jesus is our covenant King, the one who died so that we might 

have life; and to celebrate the meal is to recommit ourselves to this gracious Lord. Also, we 

partake of this meal with other believers, which means that it serves as a way to reaffirm and 

celebrate that these are our covenant brothers and sisters. 

And so we read, in 1 Cor 10:17, “Since there is one loaf, we who are many are one body; for 

we all partake of the one loaf.” This is a family meal. To partake of it is not only to reaffirm and 

celebrate the family; it is to recommit to love those that are in the family and to repent of any 

ways that we are not. So, the first aspect of the fellowship offering that’s significant is that it’s a 

covenant meal. 

Honor the Lord above All 

Old Testament Fellowship Meal 

The second aspect that’s significant is that it was a reminder for the Israelites to honor the 

Lord above every other thing in their lives. They did this, of course, by giving Him the very best 

part of the meal, the fat. It was a way of saying, “You are the one most worthy of honor, O 

Lord.” The Lord is the one who is to be honored above all. 

New Testament Honor for the Lord 

The NT, of course, emphasizes the same, and you see that in places like Rom 16:27 or 1 Tim 

1:17 or Jude 25. The NT also emphasizes, though, that this honor is not just for God the Father; 

also, this is for God the Son. And so we read in Phil 2, “Therefore God exalted him [Jesus] to the 

highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every 
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knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that 

Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

Note how Jesus Himself puts it: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, 

wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be my 

disciple” (Luke 14:26). Jesus isn’t really wanting you to hate those people, but what He’s saying 

is this: To be His disciple is to put Him so far above everything else in life that nothing else 

compares to your love for Him. And we do this because Jesus is the King worthy of the greatest 

honor and the greatest praise. 
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PURIFICATION OFFERINGS I (LEV 4:1–35): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 4 teaches the Israelites how to present a purification offering, traditionally known 

as a sin offering. The main idea here is simply that in some cases certain sins or impurities were 

thought to be like a defiling substance that clung to the Lord’s home. This offering cleansed 

away sin and impurity so that people could be restored to fellowship with the Lord. The chapter 

also reminded Israelites that suffering can sometimes be a loving warning from the Lord of sin in 

their lives and also a reminder that the leaders of the Lord’s people must be especially careful to 

live godly lives. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context here, this chapter and the next now focus on two offerings that are 

similar to one another in that they are always brought because of sin or impurity and always 

focus on atonement: the purification offering (chapter 4) and the reparation or guilt offering (the 

second half of chapter 5). These chapters belong well together. We can also note, in terms of 

literary context, that in Lev 4, the focus is on how different people offer purification offering; in 

the beginning of chapter 5, the focus will switch to four specific sins which require a purification 

offering. We’re going to begin by focusing on Lev 4. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, it’s once again a series of case laws, and here there 

are five different laws. Sin is described generally here as unintentional. The focus of the chapter 

is on who is presenting the offering. There are five different cases. An offering could be brought 

by the high priest (verses 3–12) or by the congregation (verses 13–21). These two groups of 

people—the high priest or the congregation—presented the purification offering in one way. 

The next three laws are for the leader (verses 22–26) or for the citizen presenting a goat 

(verses 27–31) or a lamb (verses 32–35). These presented a purification offering in a slightly 

different way, and we’ll describe those differences a bit later on. 

Most Important Details 

We can now consider some of the most important details. Let’s begin with three general 

comments and then begin to go through the chapter. 

How the Offering Was Presented 

The first comment is the way in which the purification offering was presented. Generally 

speaking, herd or flock animals had to be brought that were blameless. They would be brought to 

the entrance of the tent of meeting. The hand-leaning rite would be performed, the animal would 

be slaughtered, and the priest would perform various blood rites, and the animal’s fat would be 

burned. More specifically, however, there were differences in the offering and the way it was 

made, depending on who presented it. The high priest or congregation presented a purification 

offering in one way; the Israelite leader or citizen presented it in another. There were four major 

differences. 
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THE PERSON WHO PRESENTED. The first difference with the first group (the high priest 

or the congregation) is that the person who officiated was the high priest. With the second group 

(a leader or everyday citizen), the person who presented was the priest. 

THE ANIMAL REQUIRED. The second difference was the animal required. With the first 

group, a bull was to be presented. With the second group, it was a flock animal. 

THE BLOOD RITES. The third difference is in the blood rites. With the first group, the 

blood was brought into the holy place, sprinkled seven times before the veil, put on the horns of 

the incense altar inside the holy place, and then the remainder was poured out at the base of the 

burnt offering altar in the court. With the second group, the blood would be put on the horns of 

the burnt offering altar and the remainder poured out at the base. So you never went into the holy 

place with the blood for the second group. 

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE MEAT. The final difference concerns what happened to the 

meat. With the first group, the fat was burned on the burnt offering altar, and then the remainder 

of the meat was burned outside the camp. With the second group, the fat was burned on the burnt 

offering altar, and the remainder of the meat was eaten by the priests. 

The first three differences, in particular, show that the sins of the high priest or the 

congregation as a whole were the most serious. One scholar again puts it this way: “These sins 

required the most expensive victim (bull), the highest cultic functionary (high priest), blood 

applications inside rather than outside the Sacred Tent, and performance of two blood 

applications (the sevenfold sprinkling and daubing on the incense altar) rather than one.” It’s no 

surprise that the sin of the high priest or congregation as a whole was more serious. 

Of course, if the whole people commit a sin, that’s obviously serious. It’s the same for the 

high priest. If he sins, he could lead everyone into sin. If the captain of a ship makes a mistake, 

all the people on the ship suffer. 

When and Why of a Purification Offering 

A second general comment: When and why did you bring a purification offering? Well, there 

were three main contexts and three main results. First, they could be brought—a purification 

offering could be brought—in contexts of sin to achieve forgiveness (Lev 4). Secondly, these 

offerings could be brought in the context of a major impurity to achieve cleansing (Lev 12). And 

thirdly, they could be brought in contexts of sin and major impurity to achieve cleansing for the 

sanctuary and for the people, such as on the Day of Atonement, where we read about the 

cleansing of the altar or the tent as a whole. 

What these share in common is this: that the sin or impurity was thought of as a defiling 

substance in need of purification. In fact, we can note it seems that sin or impurity was thought 

of as a defiling substance that defile the offerer and the tabernacle, kind of like a nuclear 

radiation or unholy dust or unholy shame and dishonor that one person can bring on another. The 

blood of the purification offering cleansed this away from both the offerer and the tabernacle so 

that the offerer could be restored to fellowship with the Lord. 

The Name of the Sacrifice 

A third general comment: What should we call this sacrifice? Traditionally, it’s called the sin 

offering because the Hebrew word את  chattath that’s used for the offering is often a word that/ַחטָּ

refers to “sin,” and in some contexts, of course, this offering clearly addresses sin. But many 



 

Proper Worship: Offerings (Lev 1:1–7:38)  159 

 

scholars have also noted that the offering occurs in contexts where impurity is addressed (12:6–

7; 15:13–15). 

The Hebrew word for this sacrifice is actually built on the same root as a word which means 

“to cleanse” or “to purify” (א  chitte). You can see that being used in places like Ezek 43:22 or/ִחתֵּ

Psa 51:9 [Psa 51:9 in the Hebrew; 51:7 in the English]. We can also point out that sin, like 

impurity, is defiling. You can see that in Lev 16:30 or 20:3 or, most famously, when the psalmist 

cries out, “Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin” (Psa 51:2) [Psa 51:2 in the 

English; 51:3 in the Hebrew]. Many of us understand this very deeply. Sin can make us feel very 

dirty. Many scholars, therefore, argue today it’s best to call this the purification offering, not 

because it has nothing to do with sin but because it serves to cleanse away defilement, whether 

the defilement of sin or the defilement of impurity, and, in cleansing that defilement, enables 

offers to continue in fellowship with the holy Lord. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the procedure for 

offering a sin purification offering. 

Sin Purification Offering (את ִ֖ טָּ  chattath)—Lev 4:1–5:13; 6:24–30 ,חַּ
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The procedure for offering a sin purification offering: 

• The worshiper brings the animal to a specific place. 

• The worshiper imposes his hand on the head of the sacrificial animal, representing his 

repentance through either representation or transference. 

• The worshiper kills the sacrificial animal “before the LORD.” 

• The priest applies the blood to the sancta and the altar of burnt offering. 

• The priest offers the fat portions, presumably as a food offering. 

• The priest takes the skin, flesh, head, legs, entrails, and dung—all elements of the 

animal neither used in the sacrifice nor given to the priests are carried out of the camp 

to a clean place (ash heap) and burned completely. 

• The priestly family eats the remainder of the animal. 

While the traditional translation “sin offering” relates particularly to the result of this 

offering, Milgrom argues this sacrifice should actually be translated as “sin purification offering” 

(Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 253–54). The three primary functions of the offering are consecration, 

sin purification (cleansing) and forgiveness. Within those categories, each result can affect either 

animate objects (persons) or inanimate objects. 

The concept of purity is significant to ancient cultures and is “a powerful vehicle of social 

and religious realities” (Jensen, “The Levitical Sacrificial System,” 29). In Leviticus, impurity 

and holiness are hostile to one another. As a result, the Israelites must contain and destroy 

impurity to maintain God’s presence in Israel. They would offer this sacrifice for physical 

impurities (Lev 11–15), inadvertent or “unintentional” sins, and blatant or intentional sins. 

D. Jeffrey Mooney, “Leviticus, Book of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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PURIFICATION OFFERINGS I (LEV 4:1–35): PART 2 

Introduction 

Let’s now look at the chapter in more detail. Again, I invite you to have your Bibles open. 

The chapter begins with a general case and then deals with five more specific cases. 

The General Case 

The general case is found in verse 2: “When a person sins by mistake in any of the 

commandments of the LORD which are not to be done and does any one of them.…” This is a 

general case for all the laws in chapter 4. A person here has sinned by mistake; it wasn’t 

intentional. Well, how do you do that? There are two possible answers. 

Breaking the Law without Knowing 

The first is that the person knew the law but that they broke it without meaning to, such as 

5:4, with keeping a vow. They forgot to keep it. They know they should have, but they just 

forgot. It was an accident. 

Unaware of the Law 

The second situation would be that they weren’t aware of the law in the first place. There are 

no biblical examples of this; it’s just a hypothetical possibility. In both cases, however, they’re 

still responsible. It’s like if you speed by mistake, you still get the ticket. Here, the people must 

bring a purification offering, and this is what leads to five more specific cases. 

Specific Cases 

Sins of the Anointed Priest (Lev 4:3–12) 

The first is that of the anointed priest (verses 3–12). This is the high priest, called “the 

anointed priest” because he alone is especially anointed on the head to make him especially holy 

(Exod 29:7; Lev 8:12). Verse 3 is often translated, “If the anointed priest sins, bringing guilt on 

the people”; but the word for “guilt” here often refers to suffering guilt’s consequences. So, 

Hosea 10:2, for example, could be translated, “Their heart is smooth; now they will suffer for 

their guilt: he himself will break down their altars, destroying their pillars.” You can see the 

same use of the word in places like Isa 24:6 or Jer 2:3. 

It’s also clear, from 10:6, that the people can suffer because of the priest’s sin. So, we read 

there: “Do not let your hair become unkempt and do not tear your clothes, or you will die and the 

LORD will be angry with the whole community.” It’s therefore best to translate verse 3, as 

various scholars now do, “if it is the anointed priest who sins so that the people suffer guilt’s 

consequences.” 

THE SIN. Why would this happen? Why would they suffer guilt’s consequences? There are 

two different scenarios. In the first, the high priest’s sin causes the Lord to withdraw, thus 

removing His protective presence. For example, if the priest doesn’t deal properly with impurity, 

the Lord is going to withdraw, and the people are now vulnerable to their enemies. You might 

compare that to Josh 7:3–5, where the Lord has withdrawn His presence and the people of Israel 

suffer defeat by their enemies in war. 



162  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

The second scenario is that the high priest himself leads the people into sin. For example, he 

has them do a ritual event the wrong way. The important thing to note here is the people aren’t 

suffering because the Lord has a short temper; rather, the suffering is like a fire alarm. It warns 

them of danger so they can deal with it properly and restore their relationship with Him. 

THE SACRIFICE. In verse 3 we read that the priest brings a bull, which is the most costly 

animal. No other individual has to bring a bull, and this seems to indicate his high position and, 

therefore, the seriousness of his sin. In verses 5–7, after the priest brings the bull and does the 

hand-leaning rite and the bull is slaughtered, we get to the blood rite. And the priest brings the 

blood—no doubt, in some sort of bowl—inside the tent of meeting into the holy place. 

There, two different actions take place. First, he sprinkles the blood seven times on the 

ground in front of the curtain before the Most Holy Place. In the Bible, to sprinkle water or oil or 

blood is a cleansing action (Lev 8:30; 14:7, etc.), and blood was one of the most powerful 

cleansers. For minor impurities, for example, you cleansed yourself with water. Major impurities 

always require sacrifice: blood. 

The number “seven” is meant to indicate completeness or thoroughness. For example, in Lev 

26:18 or 21, the Lord says He’s going to have to punish Israel seven more times; that is to say, 

punish them thoroughly. That means, putting these thoughts together, this seven times sprinkling 

of the blood is a thorough cleansing. Why sprinkle in front of the curtain of the sanctuary? The 

sanctuary here is a reference to the Most Holy Place, and it suggests that the purpose here is to 

symbolically cleanse that which was behind the curtain which had been defiled in some way by 

the high priest’s sin. 

The second action is that the priest puts the blood on the horns of the incense altar in the holy 

place where the incense was burned. This was a small box, one and a half feet by one and a half 

feet by three feet high, or about half a meter by half a meter by 0.9 meters. It was covered in 

gold, and it had horns on the corners. The horns represented the altar as a whole. It’s just like 

when you put a wedding ring on a person’s finger, you’re claiming that whole person. Well, 

when you cleanse the altar’s horns, you’re cleansing the whole altar. Thus, in 8:15 we read, 

“Then the purification offering bull was slaughtered and Moses took the blood and with his 

finger put some of it around on the horns of the altar, and so purified the altar.” And because this 

altar is central to the holy place, it seems the focus is to cleanse the entire holy place. 

So, the first rite cleanses the Most Holy Place, the second rite cleanses the holy place, and 

that means the whole tabernacle has been cleansed. The defiling sin of the high priest is cleansed 

away. 

In verses 11–12 we read that after the priest disposed of the remaining blood, the fat was 

removed, and then the priest burned it on the altar. The rest of the animal then burned outside the 

camp at a pure place. In other words, none of it was eaten by the priest, perhaps simply because 

it would have been inappropriate to profit in some way from his own sin. It would be like 

someone committing a crime and then turning himself in to get the reward. 

Sins of the Entire Congregation (Lev 4:13–21) 

The second case is in verses 13–21. This time the entire congregation sins. A fairly literal 

translation of verse 13 would be along these lines: “Now if the whole congregation of Israel 

makes a mistake in that something has been hidden from the eyes of the assembly so that they do 

any one of the commandments of the Lord which are not to be done and suffer guilt’s 
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consequences.” It’s not that, in this verse, “the matter” has been hidden from them, as some 

translations suggest; it is that “something” has been hidden from them; that is, a relevant fact is 

hidden and they therefore sin by mistake. A possible example would be something like the 

deception by the Gibeonites in Josh 9:15. 

Well, how do they know they’ve sinned? The latter half of verse 13 says not that they 

become guilty but, again, they begin to suffer guilt’s consequences. This suffering leads them to 

question, “Is this a warning from the Lord or discipline from the Lord?” They might even seek 

the Lord’s direction specifically, as David did in 2 Sam 21. There was a famine year after year, 

and David sought the presence of the Lord. That is, he realized maybe this was because of some 

sort of sin, and the Lord, sure enough, indicated what the sin was. 

Once the sin is discovered, verses 14–15 tell us that the sacrifice is brought. The elders do the 

hand-leaning rite on behalf of the people, and the bull, again, is offered just as with the high 

priest. Verse 20 specifies that the priest makes atonement, and the person is forgiven—that is to 

say, by the Lord, who’s always the subject of this verb elsewhere in the Bible. And because He is 

the one giving this law, it’s His invitation: “Come, deal properly with your sin, be forgiven, and 

walk again in relationship with me.” By presenting this offering, sinners were acknowledging 

their need of forgiveness and also celebrating the gift of forgiveness the Lord was offering them 

in the midst of His desire for them to be in relationship with Him. 

Sins of the Leader (Lev 4:22–26) 

THE SIN. The third case is that of the sin of the leader (verses 22–26). The word “leader” 

here could refer to the head of a tribe or to a head of a smaller grouping within a tribe. Either 

way, he was leading others and, therefore, has a special role. How does he realize he’s sinned? 

Well, either he suffers guilt’s consequences, or someone tells him about it—for example, informs 

him, “Hey, you’ve become ritually impure, and you didn’t deal with it properly.” 

THE OFFERING. Verses 25–26 say that after identifying or after bringing a goat, that the 

blood rite was something that was much simpler. It was put on the horns of the altar of burnt 

offering, and the remainder poured out at the altar’s base. Because this blood rite was simpler 

and the blood’s not taken into the tent, it suggests that the sin of leaders, while serious, was not at 

the same level as that of the high priest or the whole congregation. 

Sins of the Commoner (Lev 4:27–35) 

The fourth and fifth cases are for the commoner, not the leader (verses 27–35). The 

sacrificial procedure here is the same, but the animal is different. They could choose a female 

goat or a female sheep, but once again the result is forgiveness. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to look at the key lessons learned here. 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning a concise definition 

of the sin offering. 

Sin-Offering (Heb. hattath), 

…is given in detail in Lev. 4–6:13; 9:7–11, 22–24; 12:6–8; 15:2, 14, 25–30; 14:19, 31; Num. 

6:10–14. On the day of Atonement, it was made with special solemnity (Lev. 16:5, 11, 15). The 

blood was then carried into the holy of holies and sprinkled on the mercy-seat. Sin-offerings 
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were also presented at the five annual festivals (Num. 28, 29), and on the occasion of the 

consecration of the priests (Ex. 29:10–14, 36). As each individual, even the most private member 

of the congregation, as well as the congregation at large, and the high priest, was obliged, on 

being convicted by his conscience of any particular sin, to come with a sin-offering, we see thus 

impressively disclosed the need in which every sinner stands of the salvation of Christ, and the 

necessity of making application to it as often as the guilt of sin renews itself upon his conscience. 

This resort of faith to the perfect sacrifice of Christ is the one way that lies open for the sinner’s 

attainment of pardon and restoration to peace. And then in the sacrifice itself there is the reality 

of that incomparable worth and preciousness which were so significantly represented in the sin-

offering by the sacredness of its blood and the hallowed destination of its flesh. With reference to 

this the blood of Christ is called emphatically “the precious blood,” and the blood that “cleanseth 

from all sin” (1 John 1:7). 

M. G. Easton, Easton’s Bible Dictionary (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1893). 
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PURIFICATION OFFERINGS I (LEV 4:1–35): PART 3 

Introduction 

So, what were the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? Well, there are four different issues here that are central 

to faithful life and faithful belief. 

Cleansing for Forgiveness and Fellowship 

First, it’s the Lord who is the one who provides cleansing for sin, and He provides that 

cleansing so that we can experience His forgiveness and, as a result, have fellowship with Him. 

When the Bible describes sin, it uses many different images. Sin is sometimes compared to being 

in debt to somebody (Matt 6:12), sometimes to rebelling against the heavenly King (Deut 31:27), 

and sometimes to wandering away from the good paths of the Lord (Psa 119:21). Here the 

picture is impurity: Sin defiles; it makes unclean. And you see this image also in places like Lev 

18:24–25 or Psa 106:39. Many of us resonate deeply with this picture. We resonate with the 

psalmist when he cries, “Wash away all my wrongdoing and cleanse me from my sin” (Psa 

51:2). 

Defiling the Tent of Meeting 

Here the defilement has happened with the tent of meeting. It’s like a shame that covers a 

parent’s home when a child commits wrong. It’s the child who has committed the wrong, but the 

shame can come on the parent’s home. Here sin is like a defiling shame that has defiled the home 

of their covenant King. The purification offering was therefore needed. 

Purifying the Tent of Meeting 

Why? How did it function? Well, the blood of this offering cleansed the tent of meeting and, 

therefore, the offerer as well. How? In Israel, if you stained the honor of somebody else, you 

could sometimes pay a gift, like Abimelech did with Sarah in Gen 20:16. But what if the stain 

was so severe that the only payment that could do was life itself? What if you brought a stain of 

dishonor on the King of the universe, on His home, by rebelling against His law and breaking it? 

That was an act of treason, a stain so deep it merited the penalty often given out to the 

treasonous: death itself. 

But here, the Lord shows His grace. He allows the lifeblood of the animal to serve in place of 

the lifeblood of the sinner. He accepts it as life for life. He considers the stain gone, and the sin 

cleansed. That stain deserves your blood. When this blood, the animal’s blood, is put on, the 

Lord accepts it in your place. And this, of course, shows the Lord’s desire to cleanse us that we 

might walk with Him. He doesn’t want to show us judgment; He wants to show us mercy. 

The Day of Atonement 

And we see this repeatedly throughout the OT and the NT. 

IN THE OLD TESTAMENT. On the Day of Atonement, we read, “it is on this day that 

atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you; you will be clean from all your sins before the 

LORD” (Lev 16:30). Again, in Jeremiah: “I will cleanse them from all the sin they have 

committed against me and will forgive all their sins of rebellion against me” (Jer 33:8). Ezekiel: 

“I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean. I will cleanse you from all your 
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filthiness and from all your idols” (Ezek 36:25). The Lord desires to cleanse us that we might 

have fellowship with Him. 

IN THE NEW TESTAMENT. In the NT, of course, we see the same, and this cleansing is 

tied to Jesus, the ultimate purification offering for us. He has given His own blood to make a 

“purification for sins” (Heb 1:3). This explains 1 John 1:9: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful 

and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” That verse ends 

with a period, not with a comma. In Jesus there’s no more reason to feel dirty. 

Suffering as a Warning 

A second lesson is that suffering isn’t necessarily a sign of sin, but it can be the Lord’s 

warning, His loving warning that there’s something in our lives—a sin we’ve committed—of 

which we need to repent. The sins in this chapter are unintentional. The Israelite might have 

known the law but not known that they were breaking it. One scholar by the name of Gane gives 

some modern examples. He writes, “Modern mundane examples can arise from overlooking 

signs and so unwittingly driving the wrong way down a one-way street, missing a stop for a toll 

ticket, or starting to enter a restroom designated for the opposite gender—all of which I have 

done at least once; absent-minded professors like me are inadvertences waiting to happen!” 

So here are the two questions, then. 

How Would You Know? 

First, if you were an Israelite, how would you know you had done it—that is, committed a sin 

by mistake? Well, either someone tells you, or you begin to suffer guilt’s consequences. Again, 

the example with David in 2 Sam 21 comes to mind. “There was a famine in the days of David 

for three years, year after year; and David sought the presence of the LORD. And the LORD 

said, ‘It is for Saul and his bloody house, because he has put the Gibeonites to death.’” What’s 

important to note here is that the suffering did not equal an automatic sign of sin. David didn’t 

seek the Lord on this until the third year of the famine. The book of Job makes clear that 

suffering isn’t a necessary sign of sin. Jesus and the man born blind in John 9:2–3 makes the 

same point. Suffering is often simply because we live in a fallen world. 

But suffering can be a sign of sin. The first sin in the Bible is met with punishment (Gen 

3:16–19). And there are many examples of this as you continue through the pages of the 

Scriptures (Lev 10; Num 14)—in the NT with Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5) or Herod (Acts 

12:20–23) or with the Corinthians (1 Cor 11:30). In face of unique or severe suffering, it’s good 

to ask, “Lord, could this be—is this your discipline—your warning for sin in my life?” 

Why Punishment? 

The second question to ask is “Why is there punishment here if the sin is unintentional?” And 

here I would simply note that modern justice systems also punish unintentional wrongs, like 

speeding. The officer might lessen the penalty if you did it by mistake, just as the Lord does here 

by providing sacrifice, but it’s not unjust to still give a penalty. It’s also important to note here 

that the suffering in Lev 4 is a mercy, and it’s a mercy in that it acts like a warning sign, a fire 

alarm, to let you know that something is wrong. And because you know something’s wrong, you 

can begin to address the problem. 
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Responsibility of the Lord’s Leaders 

The third lesson is that the leaders of the Lord’s people, those who are in spiritual authority 

over them, have a special responsibility to live lives of godliness. In verse 3 the people could 

suffer because the high priest sins, either because the Lord withdraws His protective presence or 

because the priest is leading people into sin. 

In either case, priests must be especially careful to obey the Lord’s commands. There’s a 

general principle in the Bible: Those in greater positions of authority have a greater 

responsibility to live godly lives. And the reason is very simple: The behavior of the leader 

powerfully impacts those that they lead. Where the head goes, the body will quickly follow. 

We see this in the NT. The list of qualifications for elders focuses on character (1 Tim 3:1–

13; 5:22; Titus 1:5–9). When Paul writes to Timothy and Titus, both pastors, he exhorts, in 

effect, “Model holy living before your people” (1 Tim 4:7–12; 2 Tim 2:22–26; Titus 2:7–8). 

Shepherds must lead their sheep by example, and if shepherds walk in unrighteous paths, the 

sheep are going to follow. The call of shepherds is to lead their flock in the paths of the Lord. 

Shepherds must walk in those paths themselves. 

The High Priest and Jesus 

The fourth lesson. The perfect high priest and the perfect atoning sacrifice is Jesus. Priests 

mediated for the people, but in Leviticus the priests themselves also need atonement. That’s why 

you have a law like the law of the high priest in verses 3–12. What you have is sinful priests who 

are mediating for sinful people, including themselves. 

With Jesus, everything changes. Hebrews 7 describes Him as a high priest that is holy, 

innocent, undefiled, and who does not need to offer up sacrifices for His own sins. Indeed, Jesus 

is able to offer His sinless life as an atonement. He is a perfect priest and, therefore, a perfect 

sacrifice. And because of Him, we can “draw near to God,” Hebrews says, “with a sincere heart 

in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from a guilty conscience by his 

lifeblood” (10:22). 

Jesus delights to do this, and so we look to Him alone as the perfect priest, the perfect 

mediator, the perfect atoning sacrifice, and the one who cleanses all of our sin. 
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PURIFICATION OFFERINGS II (LEV 5:1–13): PART 1 

Main Idea 

The main idea of Lev 5:1–13 is really to give further laws on the purification offerings. In 

particular, this chapter begins with three specific sins, and the laws addressing those sins 

emphasize that the Lord’s people must be people who participate in justice, address impurity, 

and keep their word. This section ends with two alternate purification offerings for the poor, and 

this emphasizes the nature of true repentance and the Lord’s love for all people, whether rich or 

poor. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, while Lev 4 focused on purification offerings for different people 

in society, this section focuses on purification offerings for different types of sins. Also, Lev 4 

focused on herd and flock animals. This chapter will introduce purification offerings that consist 

of birds or flour. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this section, it’s again case law. There are four different cases 

presented here (verses 1–4), what to do in those cases (verses 5–6), and then two alternate 

purification offerings (verses 7–13)—one of birds (verses 7–10) and one of flour (verses 11–13). 

Most Important Details 

We can now look at some of the most important details of this section. I invite you to have 

your Bibles open as we do so. Most broadly speaking, verses 1–4 are all the same in that they 

describe a sinner who has failed to do something, whether it’s give testimony (verse 1), cleanse 

impurity (verses 2–3), or fulfill a vow (verse 4). These laws differ in that the first is intentional 

(verse 1) and the others (verses 2–4) are committed by accident. 

Refusing to Testify 

The first case (verse 1). In the ancient world, witnesses were key. There was no forensic 

science back then, and so you were dependent on witnesses in order for justice to prevail. Here, 

there’s an unsolved crime, and someone knows information related to the crime but doesn’t 

come forward. It can be translated, “Now when a person sins in that he hears a proclamation of 

an imprecatory oath, and he is a witness (whether because he has seen or he knows about it) but 

he does not report what he knows, and he bears his punishment …” 

KNOWS BUT DOESN’T TESTIFY. Clearly, the person knows something here, and doesn’t 

testify. But what does it mean that he hears a proclamation of an imprecatory oath? In legal 

contexts, the word translated “imprecatory oath” refers to an oath enforced with a threat of harm. 

You see that in places like Num 5:16–22. 

SPEAKER AND OBJECT OF THE CURSE. In this oath, a curse is threatened. But who says 

the oath, and against whom is the curse? It seems likely that the oath is made by the authorities. 

Note that it’s a proclamation. Well, who’s the curse against? Some believe the curse was against 

the witness—that is to say, if someone knows and does not testify, then such and such will 

happen to that person. This is theoretically possible, though there are no clear biblical examples. 

Others believe that the curse is against the person who committed the crime. Whoever did this 
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crime, then—such and such will happen to them. And possible biblical support here might come 

from Zech 5:3. 

INTENTIONAL SIN. Whoever the curse was against, the sin here is clear. Justice has been 

delayed or denied because a witness does not testify. Why doesn’t the witness come forward? 

The text doesn’t say. Perhaps the witness was afraid or a friend of the person accused or 

somehow involved with the crime. Whatever the reason, what’s clear is that the sin was 

intentional. 

TO “BEAR INIQUITY”. The result is that the person bears his punishment; literally, “bears 

his sin,” a common phrase in the book of Leviticus, which refers to the sinner suffering some 

form of punishment. Support for this understanding is found in a couple of different ways. The 

first is simply that terms for “sin” are often used to refer to punishment because the ideas are so 

closely connected. In Genesis 19:15, for example, we read, “When morning dawned, the angels 

urged Lot, saying, ‘Arise, take your wife and your two daughters who are here, lest you be 

consumed in the punishment [literally, “the sin”] of the city.’” So these terms are so closely 

connected (“sin” and “punishment”) that when you say “bear your sin,” you’re often referring to 

the punishment that comes along with it. 

A second line of support for this understanding is that the phrase “he will bear his sin” is 

often followed with the specific judgment that the sinner faced. Elsewhere in Leviticus, for 

example, we read, “If a man lies with his uncle’s wife, he has uncovered his uncle’s nakedness; 

they shall bear their sin; they shall die childless” (Lev 20:20). In this case (Lev 5:1), the sin is 

secret, so it’s the Lord Himself who brings the penalty to bear, as a result of which the sinner, of 

course, knows there is no such thing as a secret sin. 

Neglecting Ritual Impurity 

The second case is in verses 2–3. What happens here is that the person does not properly 

address ritual impurity. In Israel there were three ritual states: impure, pure, and holy. We’ve 

discussed these in more detail in an earlier segment. Here, someone is ritually impure, forgets 

about it, and doesn’t address it. It wasn’t wrong to become impure, normally. What was wrong 

was not to deal with it properly. 

IMPURITY FROM NONHUMAN SOURCE. In verse 2, the impurity is from a nonhuman 

source; the person has touched the carcass of various animals, for example. Now, it’s not wrong 

to touch them; after all, if an animal dies in the camp, someone has to move it. But the person 

had to go through proper cleansing rites: bathing, washing clothes, waiting until evening (Lev 

11:24–25). 

What’s the problem here? The second half of the verse lets us know. It’s best translated, “and 

though he has become impure, it is hidden from him, and he thereafter suffers guilt’s 

consequences.” That is to say, it’s been hidden from his memory; he forgot. This is the clear 

meaning of the phrase, for example, in verse 4. We might say, “It slipped his mind.” He realizes 

what’s happened after beginning to suffer guilt’s consequences. 

IMPURITY FROM HUMAN SOURCE. Verse 3 is a similar situation except now the person 

has contacted ritual impurity from a human source. We can remember here that minor impurities 

were not contagious; but major impurities, such as impurities that happened after touching a 

corpse, were contagious. In this case the person has contacted someone with a major impurity, 

become impure, and again forgotten about it. The last half of verse 3 is best translated, “And 
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though he has known it, it’s hidden from him, and he thereafter suffers guilt’s consequences.” In 

other words, he realizes the guilt as a result of suffering. 

Failure to Keep an Oath 

In verse 4 the person has failed to keep an oath. In Israel, to swear an oath was to invoke the 

Lord’s name and ask Him to be witness (Gen 24:3; 31:53). To break an oath was to say, “I don’t 

care if I involve God in this promise. I’m not going to keep it.” That, of course, was a severe sign 

of disrespect. Here, the person swears an oath rashly—that is, quickly, not thoughtfully (compare 

Psa 106:33; Prov 12:18)—and then, after swearing the oath, forgets about it, as you might do 

with a promise that you make very quickly. 

The verse is best translated here as “a person that swears an oath by speaking rashly with his 

lips—to his harm or to his benefit—with regard to anything which anyone might speak rashly in 

an oath. And though he has known it, it is hidden from him, and he thereafter suffers guilt’s 

consequences with regard to one of these.” By the way, the phrase there, “to his harm or to his 

benefit,” simply means whatever it is, whether costly to keep (“to his harm”) or easy to keep (“to 

his benefit”). In short, what’s happened is that the promise was not kept. The person begins to 

suffer and realizes what they’ve done. 

The following verses now describe what to do when one of the sins of verses 1–4 has been 

committed. We’ll begin to look at those in more detail. 
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PURIFICATION OFFERINGS II (LEV 5:1–13): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Let’s continue looking at the details of Lev 5:1–13. What happens when someone commits 

one of the sins of verses 1–4? This brings us to verses 5–6. The sinner must confess and bring a 

purification offering. 

Confession 

In the Bible, confession is not only naming the wrong; it’s also correcting the wrong where 

possible (see Exod 22:1; Num 5:7). What this implies is that the person, in verse 1, for example, 

would give testimony; the person, in verses 2 and 3, would go through the cleansing procedures; 

the person, in verse 4, would keep their oath. 

PURIFICATION OFFERING. Once they had done so, they would now bring the purification 

offering. 

NORMAL OFFERING. Verse 6 describes a normal situation. The Israelites bring a female 

sheep or goat, as described in 4:27–35. By the way, older versions here use the word “guilt 

offering” in verse 6, since there is a word here that can mean “guilt offering.” But this is clearly a 

purification offering, and the word in question can also mean “penalty” or “reparation for guilt”; 

and most modern translations go with the second translation. The purification offering here 

repairs the wrong and results in atonement. 

Provision for the Poor 

But what if a sheep or goat was too expensive for the person? Well, there are two options. 

TWO BIRDS. Verses 7–10 is the first. The person could bring two birds. In verse 7 we read, 

“He will bring to the LORD, as a reparation for his guilt for that which he sinned, two turtle 

doves or two young pigeons, one for a purification offering and one for a whole burnt offering.” 

And this verse leads to two questions. First, why two birds instead of one? And second, why 

present one as a burnt offering? One of the answers that’s been suggested is that the two birds 

together are working together to equal one purification offering. So, one author by the name of 

Kleinig writes, “The two birds together provided what was necessary for the three essential 

aspects of the personal sin offering [or purification offering]: blood for the rite of atonement 

which would come from both offerings, a portion of the sacrifice for burning on the altar that 

would be the burnt offering bird, and meat for the priest to eat that would be the purification 

offering bird.” 

The purification offering bird is offered first (verses 8–9). The head is nipped, which would 

allow the priest to sprinkle the blood on the altar and cleanse it of the offerer’s sin. Now 

remember here, sin is seen to be like a defiling impurity on the Lord’s home. By cleansing the 

altar, you cleanse the sin away. The burnt offering bird is then made in accordance with the 

regulations of 1:14–17. Atonement was made, and the offerer was forgiven. 

GRAIN. But there was a second option. What if you were too poor for birds? Well, you 

could offer grain as a purification offering (verses 11–13). Normally, of course, blood was 

required. But the Lord, as the one who has been wronged, in these special instances, is allowing 

a substitute and does so graciously here in His love for humanity, not wanting any to be 

prevented from coming before Him. The offering was a tenth of an ephah of fine flour, 
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somewhere between roughly eight and sixteen cups, or eight and fifteen metric cups—fine flour, 

of course, because it’s being presented to a king. 

How do you know this is not a regular, non-atoning grain offering? Well, you don’t add the 

normal ingredients (verse 11 says) “oil and frankincense.” You probably also knew, or the priest 

would, because when you presented it to him, you would indicate what it was for. The priest 

would burn a handful as the memorial portion, which we discussed in our comments on chapter 

2, but he didn’t burn it alone. There was no oil on this offering, and it might not have burnt well 

by itself, so here it’s put on top of other offerings, other food offerings, like burnt offerings or the 

fat portions of fellowship offerings. Atonement was granted, and the remainder of the offering 

went to the priests. 

Key Lessons 

Well, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? We can note here five different principles. 

Full Participants in Matters of Justice 

First, when it comes to matters of justice, the people of the Lord are to be full participants. In 

verse 1 someone fails to testify, and because of that, justice is delayed or denied. But the Lord 

calls Israel to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation and, therefore, a place where justice is 

clearly seen (Mic 6:8). Witnesses therefore are expected to testify so that justice could prevail. 

This was especially important for the weak in society, who could be taken advantage of in court 

by those who were rich or strong, whether by bribing the judge or using social influence. This 

grieves the Lord. In fact, He often warns not to oppress the widow, the fatherless, the sojourner, 

or the poor in judgment but, rather, to defend and plead for the widow (Zech 7:9–10). To do so is 

to demonstrate the Lord’s character. It’s the Lord who is a Father to the fatherless and a defender 

of widows (Psa 68:5). To know Him is to be this same kind of person. 

Dealing with Ritual and Moral Impurity 

A second principle here. When it comes to ritual impurity, the people of the Lord must deal 

properly with it, which was a reminder to them that they also had to deal properly with moral 

impurity. It was dangerous in Israel’s day not to deal with ritual impurity properly. If you didn’t, 

the impurity could spread and defile the Lord’s holy property, which was considered an act of 

treason. The Bible therefore underscores to the Israelites that they should deal properly with 

ritual impurity. As we discussed in an earlier segment, however, laws about ritual purity are to be 

reminders about moral purity. In other words, just as you seek ritual purity and deal properly 

with ritual impurity, so seek moral purity and deal properly with moral impurity. 

The NT picks up on the importance of moral purity as well. It speaks of the severe dangers of 

sin (consider Matt 5:23–24) and therefore exhorts us to deal properly and promptly with sin (Eph 

4:26) and, as here, confess to the Lord so that you might be cleansed by Him (1 John 1:9). 

The Need to Be Trustworthy 

A third principle: When it comes to their word, the people of the Lord must be trustworthy. 

In verse 4 a person is not true to an oath—a severe insult to the Lord because His name was 

involved in making the promise. To honor Him, Israelites had to keep their word. This explains 

Ecclesiastes 5:5, where it says, “It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow 
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and not pay.” Indeed, even in Jesus’ day, He rebukes people for making oaths so often and so 

lightly (Matt 5:34–37). 

The principle behind this applies to our speech in general. If we are the Lord’s people, our 

speech is to be like His: trustworthy. Jesus says to speak so truthfully that you don’t even need 

an oath. Your “yes” is to be “yes”; your “no” is to be “no” (Matt 5:37). If we, as the Lord’s 

people, have trustworthy speech, it will be that much easier for the people of the world to believe 

that the Lord has trustworthy speech and has spoken to us truly in His Word. 

More Than Turning from Wrong 

A fourth principle is that when we repent of sin, it’s not simply turning from the wrong; it’s 

also correcting it wherever possible. We saw in verse 5 that biblical confession is both admitting 

the wrong and correcting it when we can. If not, our words don’t mean much. Also, though, it’s 

important that we’re not just turning from wrong; we’re committing ourselves to the Lord’s 

ways. John the Baptist, for example, says to bring forth fruit in keeping with repentance (Matt 

3:8). Paul says, “Repent and turn to God, performing deeds appropriate to repentance” (Acts 

26:20). Confession of sin is always to lead to living in righteousness. 

The Lord Shows Love to All People 

The final principle here is that the Lord shows His love to all people; it doesn’t matter 

whether they’re rich or poor. And those who follow the Lord are to demonstrate His character to 

the world by doing the very same thing. When the Lord allows here a purification offering of 

birds, even of flour, He is showing how much He desires all people to come before Him and to 

know His love. The Lord’s love is not dependent on anyone’s social status or economic status. 

This explains why, in Jesus, there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female (Gal 

3:28). 

His followers are to show this same kind of love without any regard for social status or 

economic status. All are to be loved equally in the Lord’s home. When we do this, we show the 

world the depth of God’s generous love. 
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REPARATION OFFERINGS (LEV 5:14–6:7): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 5:14–6:7 is about reparation offerings, traditionally translated “guilt offerings.” The 

main idea here is that in the ancient world, if you were unfaithful to a covenant with a king, it 

was a very serious offense. You could atone for that offense by confessing and paying a penalty 

(compare 2 Kgs 18:7, 13–14). This ransomed you from the harsher deserved penalty and restored 

peace to the relationship. This is the picture to keep in mind with the reparation offering. It was 

made when Israelites had committed a serious breach of loyalty against their covenant King by 

disrespecting His holy property. The reparation offering was the ransom payment that atoned—

repaired the damage—so that the relationship was restored; hence, the translation “reparation 

offering.” 

Literary Context 

In terms of literary context, like the purification offering that comes before it, this is an 

atoning sacrifice. Thus, the offerings of Lev 4 and 5 belong, naturally, together. It comes last 

among the five offerings of these opening chapters, perhaps simply because it’s mentioned least 

in the Bible. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, once again, it’s case law, and three laws in particular: 

profaning a holy item unintentionally (verses 15–16), a case where the sin remains unknown 

(verses 17–19), and then misusing the Lord’s name in a false oath (6:1–7). 

General Comments 

We can now look at some of the more important details of the chapter. I’ll begin with four 

general comments. 

How the Offering Was Presented 

First, the way the reparation offering was presented. The offerer took a ram without blemish; 

likely did the hand-leaning rite; the animal was slain; blood was put all around on the altar, like 

the burnt offering and the fellowship offering; and all the fat was burned. As with the 

purification offering, the remaining portions would be eaten by the priest. 

When Was This Presented? 

Second, when was this presented? The key word here in the Hebrew is ל עָּ  ma'al, which/מָּ

refers to a treacherous act. “When a person commits a treacherous act”—that’s my translation of 

Lev 5:15. This refers to severe unfaithfulness against a covenant partner. In Leviticus 5 and 6, it 

seems to be that the sinner has taken or desecrated some of the Lord’s holy items, which was a 

very serious offense. To disrespect someone’s property is to disrespect that person. We all feel 

this if someone disrespects our property. We take it very personally; we know they’ve 

disrespected us. For the Israelites, to disrespect the Lord’s property, therefore, was to disrespect 

the Lord Himself. 

The reparation offering ransoms and restores peace in the relationship. We can also note 

here, by the way, that the sinner had to make repayment where appropriate—that is to say, not 
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only restore the things taken but also add twenty percent, which would be a penalty for the 

wrong committed as well as compensation to the person wronged. 

Similarities to and Differences from the Purification Offering 

Third general comment: How is this offering the same, and how is it different from the 

purification offering? With the purification offering, sin was seen as something that was defiling. 

The Lord’s tabernacle was defiled, and blood was sprinkled there to cleanse. The defiling of the 

tent of meeting in these cases was indirect. It was the result of the sin, but the sin itself was not 

defiling the tent of meeting. With the reparation offering, the sin itself is mistreatment of the 

Lord’s holy property, which, again, is a severe mark of covenant unfaithfulness. The blood is 

placed on the altar, which brings to mind the ransom language found in a place like Lev 17:11. 

The focus here is probably more on ransom than on cleansing. 

The Name of Sacrifice 

Fourth general comment: the name of the sacrifice. Traditionally, it’s been called the 

“trespass offering” or the “guilt offering.” But more recently, commentators lean toward 

“reparation offering.” As suggested above, “reparation offering” well captures the function of 

this offering. It’s not a monetary reparation but a ransom payment by means of sacrificial blood 

that rescues the sinner who has mistreated the Lord’s holy property; therefore, this offering 

restores relationship with the Lord. 

Detailed Comments 

We can now turn to some more detailed comments on these verses. We’ll look at the three 

laws of this section. As always, I invite you to have your Bibles open before you. 

A Treacherous Act 

The first case is in verses 14–16. It begins by stating that “a person commits a treacherous act 

in that he sins by mistake by taking from the holy things of the LORD.” That’s verse 15a, my 

translation. The word here for “treacherous act” is very strong. In human relationships it can 

describe adultery (Num 5:12). In divine relationships it describes the Israelites turning away 

from the Lord (Josh 22:16) or rebelling against Him (Josh 22:18–19, 22) or in some way 

forsaking the law that He’s given (2 Chr 12:1–2) or even committing spiritual adultery against 

the Lord by beginning to worship other gods (Num 31:16). 

What is this treacherous act here? Well, it’s that they’ve “sinned by mistake by taking from 

the holy things of the LORD.” This is probably a reference to food items, which had been given 

to the Lord, who then in turn gave them to the priests and their households (compare Lev 22:14). 

These food items were holy and therefore could not be eaten by everyday Israelites, non-priestly 

Israelites (Lev 22:10–16). To do so would be to deny the holiness of these offerings, to treat 

them as ordinary and not as the Lord’s holy property. 

In this case, a person has eaten from them by mistake. For example, perhaps a guest or a 

hired worker is at a priest’s home and sits down to share a meal and has some of this holy food 

by accident (compare Lev 22:14). It’s not intentional, and therefore, reparation offering is 

allowed. The animal offered is a ram, an adult male, which seemed to be a very costly animal, 

which would underscore the seriousness of the offense. 
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In Psalm 66:15 we read, “I will sacrifice fat animals to you and an offering of rams; I will 

offer bulls and goats.” These rams seemed to be very costly animals. The last part of verse 16 

may imply that the ram was bought at the tent of meeting at the going rate. The sacrifice that was 

made served as a ransom payment that restored, then, this breach of loyalty. Forgiveness 

resulted. The sinner, of course, repays the item and adds twenty percent. You see this in a place 

like Lev 22:14: “But if a man eats a holy gift unintentionally, then he shall add to it a fifth of it 

[twenty percent] and shall give the holy gift to the priest.” It goes to the priest, of course, because 

the food item had been assigned by the Lord to the priest. 

A Person Who Suspects He or She Has Sinned 

The second case is in verses 17–19. The beginning of verse 17 is best translated, “Now if it is 

a person that sins in that he does any one of the commandments of the LORD which are not to be 

done and he does not know what he has done.” Unlike the previous law, where the person finds 

out his sin, this law is for a person that suspects they have sinned against the Lord’s holy thing 

but isn’t sure. That explains why there’s no twenty percent payment here. They never find out 

what they did, so they don’t know how much to repay. How does the person know that they’ve 

sinned against the holy things, or how do we know that this law is about sinning against holy 

things? Simply because the laws on either side of it also deal with that type of sin. 

It might seem strange to us to have a law for undiscovered sin. But ancient Israelites took sin 

very seriously, and they knew that God did; and so they were very concerned even for unknown 

sin. In Psalm 19:13 [English 19:12] the psalmist prays, “Who can discern his errors? Declare me 

innocent from hidden faults.” Well, if it remains unknown, why did they think there is sin? The 

last half of verse 17 is well translated, “He suffers guilt’s consequences and bears his 

punishment.” That is, he begins to suffer in some way and suspects it’s the Lord’s warning. He 

thus assumes a worst-case scenario (“Maybe I desecrated the Lord’s holy property!”) and brings 

the reparation offering, perhaps even praying something like Psa 19:13 12: “Declare me innocent 

from hidden faults.” 

The key here is this: If the suffering stopped, the sinner would know the sin was the issue and 

that it had now been addressed. If the suffering continued, the sinner could still have a clear 

conscience, knowing that the suffering was not due to sin but to living in a fallen world. Either 

way, pastorally, this law would have been incredibly helpful. It allowed the sinner to have a 

completely clear conscience before the Lord. 

The result is stated in the last part of verse 18: “And the priest will make atonement for him 

on account of his mistake that he’s committed, though he does not know what he has done.” In 

other words, he has never discovered what the sin was, but if it is there, he could be assured that 

it was atoned. 

The final case to consider comes in 6:1–7. We’ll turn to that in the next segment. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the procedures for a 

guilt reparation offering. 
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Guilt Reparation Offering (ם ִ֖ שָּ  asham)—Lev 5:14–19; 7:1–10 ,אָּ

 

The procedure for a guilt reparation offering: 

• The worshiper brings the animal plus monetary restitution to the altar of burnt 

offering. 

• The worshiper imposes his hand on the head of the sacrificial animal, representing his 

repentance through either representation or transference. 

• The worshiper kills the sacrificial animal “before the LORD.” 

•  The priests throw the blood to the side of the altar of burnt offering. 

• The priests offer the fat portions, presumably as a food offering. 

• Like the sin purification offering, the priests and the priestly families eat the 

remainder of the animal. 

This offering emphasizes the social dimension and its relationship to sacrifice. Due to the 

financial element, which only appears in this offering, this is often referred to as the “guilt 

reparation offering.” Even when the offended party is Yahweh, there is a need to acknowledge 

restoration and guilt reparation (Lev 14:12–14; Num 19:20). This offering addresses the aspect 

of social justice in Leviticus. Robbery, oppression, and systemic deception within the judicial 
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system are viewed as theological at their core and demand repair at both a divine and human 

level. 

D. Jeffrey Mooney, “Leviticus, Book of,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible 

Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). 
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REPARATION OFFERINGS (LEV 5:14–6:7): PART 2 

A False Oath for Financial Matters 

The third case of the reparation offering is found in 6:1–7. Here’s the basic issue: Someone 

gives a false oath in the Lord’s name in order to get away with a wrong, especially a wrong in 

terms of financial matters. By misusing the Lord’s name, they have wronged something very 

holy that belongs to Him. This was a severe sign of disrespect; and again, therefore, a reparation 

offering is necessary. Let’s look at the details of this case. 

Oaths in Israel 

In ancient Israel, one of the ways that you proved your innocence was to swear an oath in the 

Lord’s name. When you did so, you were calling Him to be a divine witness. As you can 

imagine, it would be very easy to abuse this kind of opportunity. You see that in places like Deut 

29:19 or Hos 4:2 or Hos 10:4. It could especially happen easily in financial matters. The sinner 

might be motivated by greed or shame or even fear of punishment. 

Four Situations 

In this case, there are four different situations that are being described. Verse 2 begins by 

stating that this is a treacherous act against the Lord, the one whose name was misused in the 

oath. The rest of verses 2 and 3 are, then, describing four different ways that this was done (i.e., 

four different wrongs that were committed), and then you try to get away with it by swearing the 

false oath. 

Some versions translate like there are four different sins being described here that you bring 

the reparation offering for, but it’s better to see it as one sin—swearing the false oath—in four 

different situations. You could translate it literally like this: “When a person sins in that he 

commits a treacherous act against the Lord, namely, he has acted deceptively against his local 

neighbor”—that’s the sin; now here come the four scenarios: 

1. About a deposit or about a pledge 

2. About an item he took by force 

3. If he’s defrauded his local neighbor 

4. If he’s found a lost item and acted deceptively about it 

Then here, again, is the general sin: “and so has sworn an oath falsely about any one of the 

commandments of the Lord.” In each of these four situations, you have misused the Lord’s name 

in a financial crime. 

LYING ABOUT DEPOSIT. In the first instance, someone’s entrusted something to you for 

your care, for safekeeping or perhaps collateral for a debt, and you end up stealing it and then 

swear a false oath, claiming to be innocent: “As the Lord lives, I did not do this.” 

ROBBING. In the second situation, you’ve taken something by force, something that does 

not belong to you, and your neighbor knows that you did it. But it’s your word against their 

word, and you lie with the false oath in court. 

DEFRAUDING SOMEONE. In the third scenario, you defraud someone. Perhaps you keep 

back their wages from them, or you cheat them with unjust scales. The victim takes you to court, 

and once again you use a false oath. 



180  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

PLAYING FINDERS KEEPERS. In the final situation, you find something that’s lost, like 

an animal that’s escaped or personal property someone leaves behind, and then swear falsely, 

“This belongs to me.” 

To swear the false oath was to use the holy name of the Lord to do evil. You were showing 

Him utter disregard. Again, this is a severe act of covenant disloyalty. 

Admitting the Wrong 

Suffering Consequences of Guilt 

So, what prompts you then to admit the wrong? Well, verse 4 explains: You begin to suffer 

guilt’s consequences. Again, the word here is not just “you’re guilty”; it’s you “suffer guilt’s 

consequences.” In other words, the Lord is acting as divine witness, and He’s bringing your sin 

to bear against you. The sinner was able to fool the human courts but not the Lord. 

Reparations 

What does the sinner then have to do? 

TO THE VICTIM. He begins by returning the property to the owner. The important part here 

is he first reconciles with the person that he sinned against. He pays in full and adds twenty 

percent, which functioned as a penalty for the sinner and also as extra compensation for the 

victim. 

TO THE LORD. Having made reparation to the neighbor, the sinner now makes reparation to 

the Lord. He brings a ram for a reparation offering, is forgiven, and the implication, of course, is 

that his suffering will now end. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider what are the key lessons to learn from these laws 

on the reparation offering. 
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REPARATION OFFERINGS (LEV 5:14–6:7): PART 3 

General Lesson 

So, what were the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? We can begin here by remembering the wrong that’s 

been committed. A person has mistreated the Lord’s holy property. Why do we teach our kids to 

respect the property of others? Because to disrespect someone’s property is to disrespect that 

person. That’s what happened here with Lord’s holy property, and so it’s no wonder this is called 

a treacherous act. It’s no wonder that a reparation offering is needed; there’s been a severe 

breach of covenant. The damage needs to be repaired, and this offering did that. 

Four Themes 

In the course of reading these laws, there at least four different theological themes that are 

emphasized. 

The Lord’s Belongings Must Be Respected 

First, if something belongs to the Lord, it must be respected. Here, a serious sin has been 

committed by disrespecting the Lord’s property, such as the holy food offerings; and, therefore, a 

costly animal, a ram, is called for. And this makes clear, when it comes to the Lord and that 

which belongs to Him, we must respect His property. 

This includes, of course, His holy name, and that means no false oaths can be given. 

Biblically speaking, the name represents the person; in fact, we resonate with that today. Think 

of our phrase, “He dragged my name through the mud.” What do we mean by that? We mean 

that somebody has disrespected our person. So too with the Lord; His name represents His 

person and must be respected. 

This explains why Jesus teaches us to pray, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name” 

(Matt 6:9). What Jesus is saying there is “Lord, we are praying that we ourselves, our neighbors, 

and our friends would respect your name and, therefore, your person as the holy God that you 

are. O Lord, help us and those around us to understand your holiness and to live before you as 

the holy God.” When that prayer is answered in our lives, it begins to completely reorient who 

we are and how we begin to live. 

Reconciliation and Correction 

Second theological theme here: When it comes to what repentance is, biblically speaking, it 

involves not only seeking reconciliation with those we’ve wronged but also correcting the wrong 

when we can. You see both aspects at work in this passage. 

SEEKING RECONCILIATION. On the one hand, seeking reconciliation, the sinner goes 

first to the person they’ve wronged and then brings the offering. Jesus teaches this same order 

when He says, “Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember 

that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the altar and go; 

first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering” (Matt 5:23–24). 

The other person might not be willing to reconcile. That’s out of our control. But what’s within 

our control is this: to do everything we can to reconcile with those who we’ve wronged. 
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Note how Jesus teaches us, “Love God with all your heart” and “Love your neighbor as 

yourself” (Matt 22:37–40). These two things always go together—love of God and love of 

neighbor. They can’t be separated. The Lord isn’t interested if we’re showing all of these acts of 

love toward Him if we’re not willing to reconcile and repent before those that we’ve mistreated 

who are created in His image. 

CORRECTING THE WRONG. The second aspect of true repentance is not just saying 

“sorry” but correcting the wrong when possible. Here in this passage, you repay in full and add 

twenty percent. When the sinner does this, he shows he’s accepting responsibility for the wrong 

and that he also wants the other’s good. 

In the NT Zacchaeus becomes a great example of this. You remember he’s this tax collector 

who oppressed many people financially. He meets Jesus; he repents and then says, “Behold, 

Lord, half of my possessions I will give to the poor, and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, 

I will give back four times as much” (Luke 19:8). He’s going way past the twenty percent, and 

this is a sign of true repentance on his part. So, it’s no wonder that Jesus responds by saying, 

“Today salvation has come to this house.” 

No Such Thing as Secret Sin 

Third theological theme here: When it comes to sin, there’s no such thing as a secret sin. You 

see this is especially in the third law in 6:1–7. The sinner might swear falsely and fool the courts, 

but the Lord is never fooled. There is no such thing as a secret sin. Now consider what the 

psalmist says: “O God, you know my folly; the wrongs I have done are not hidden from you” 

(Psa 69:6 [English 69:5]). 

Note also different warnings that the Lord gives His people. “Whoever slanders his neighbors 

secretly I will destroy” (Psa 101:5). Or, again, “Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I 

cannot see him? declares the LORD. Do I not fill heaven and earth? declares the LORD” (Jer 

23:24). In other words, there’s nowhere that we can go or hide from His presence. The justice 

that He brings is not always immediate, but He can and does cause sinners to suffer guilt’s 

consequences. 

By the way, this is not just an OT phenomenon. You see it with Ananias and Sapphira in the 

NT. They sold property, they lied about it, and they’re struck dead by the Lord. We can fool 

others around us but not the Lord. And so, the exhortation of the Scriptures is always to live a 

holy life. As it says in Hebrews, “Make every effort … to be holy; without holiness no one will 

see the Lord” (Heb 12:14). 

The Lord Makes Reparation Possible 

The fourth theological theme: Because the Lord loves sinful people, He is the one who makes 

reparation possible. In this passage we see that the Lord allows sinners to present a reparation 

offering in order to repair the breach of covenant loyalty. They present the reparation offering, 

they make atonement, and this restores fellowship with the Lord. 

As we noted earlier, atonement involves both purification and ransom, and sometimes the 

focus is on one more than the other. Here the focus seems to be more on ransom. The blood is 

placed on the altar, and this recalls the kind of language you find in Lev 17:11, which refers to a 

life-for-life ransom. What’s important to note is that the NT uses ransom language to describe 

Jesus’ death as well. Note how Jesus says that He came “to give his life as a ransom for many” 
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(Matt 20:28). And what this means is that because of that ransom, we can be rescued from the 

penalty deserved and have relationship with God restored. 

What we must not miss here is that it’s God Himself who sends Jesus in His great love for 

sinful people. Romans 5:8 says, “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were 

still sinners, Christ died for us.” God does not want our punishment; He wants our fellowship. 

When we put our trust in Jesus as our ransom payment, it means we’re not only saying, “I am 

sinful, and I need a Savior”; it means we’re also saying, “God loves me even as a sinful person 

and has loved me so much that He’s made a way for me to deal with my sin in Jesus.” 

This is the good news of the gospel: that we are more wicked and broken than we ever dare 

to admit, but in Jesus we are more hopelessly loved than we ever dared to dream. 
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE SECOND HALF 

Literary Context 

As we move away into Lev 6 and 7, let me begin with a few comments by way of overview. 

First of all, from a literary perspective, Lev 1–5 has already covered five major offerings; and in 

those chapters the laws were addressed to the Israelites—that is to say, to the non-priestly 

Israelites. Now, in Leviticus 6 and 7, these chapters are going to go through all five offerings 

again, but this time the laws will sometimes be addressed to priests and sometimes to the non-

priestly Israelites. 

Three Different Emphases 

We can also note that there are three different emphases in these chapters. 

Proper Handling of Offerings 

First, the focus in Lev 6 and 7 is more on the proper handling of the sacrifices and the 

offerings; for example, the ritual state required for touching or eating the offerings. You see this 

in 6:25, 27, 29; 7:6, and in other places. How to dispose of extra offering material—extra meat, 

for example—you see this in 6:10–11, 22–23. How to distribute different portions of the offering 

among priests is in 6:16, 18, 26, etc. This information was incredibly important. These are the 

Lord’s holy offerings, and so they must be treated with respect. These extra details help you to 

know how to do this. 

Categories of Offerings 

A second emphasis here is that, instead of just general descriptions, this section identifies 

some different categories among the offerings. So, for example, chapter 3 talked about a 

fellowship offering. Well, here in these chapters we’ll learn about three different types of 

fellowship offerings. You’ll see that in 7:12–18. These differences, these specifications, are 

actually related to the first emphasis just mentioned. Many of these categories—these different 

categories of offerings—had specific requirements for handling them, disposing of them, etc.; 

and therefore, this section is going to describe these categories in more detail. 

Different Order of Listing 

The third emphasis is that the offerings here are listed in a slightly different order. We’re not 

told why that is, but one explanation could be as follows. In chapters 1–5 the offerings are listed 

in terms of whether they could be voluntary or whether they were always mandatory, so the 

offerings of Lev 1–3 could be voluntary or mandatory. The offerings in Lev 4 and 5 were always 

mandatory. In Leviticus 6 and 7 it seems that they’re listed in terms of whether they are most 

holy or simply holy. So, the first four offerings here described are most holy. The last offering is 

simply holy. 

Conclusion 

What this means is that, when you put Lev 1–7 together, you have all the information you 

need to know for presenting these offerings correctly. 

We’ll begin to go through these chapters now, at times moving a bit more quickly because 

there is a lot of repetition between these chapters and chapters 1–5.  
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CONTINUAL WHOLE BURNT OFFERING (LEV 6:8–13) 

Main Idea 

In Leviticus 6:8–13 we come across the law of the continual whole burnt offering. The main 

idea is simply this: It was the priest’s job to make sure that the fire on the altar was continually 

burning in order to present a continual whole burnt offering there to the Lord. This offering was 

a way in which the Israelites were acknowledging, in a constant way, the Lord’s greatness and 

also their need for Him to forgive them, to grant them His favor and His help. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context here, the burnt offering is again coming first in this list 

of offerings in Lev 6 and 7. It takes pride of place; and again, that’s not a surprise. It’s one of the 

most costly offerings; and as we’ll see here, every day was to begin with this particular type of 

burnt offering. And so, it makes sense that it comes first. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this section, in Lev 6 and 7 many of the laws begin with a title, 

and you see that here as well: “This is the law of the burnt offering.” The title is then followed by 

specific instructions related to the particular offering—in this case, verses 9–13. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some the most important details of this section. I invite you to have a 

Bible open in front of you. 

Aaron and His Sons 

In verse 8 you can notice that Aaron and his sons, in particular, are being addressed. The first 

few laws here are going to focus on priests in particular, because the information given is most 

relevant to them and their duties—in this case, disposing of the ashes and the importance of a 

continual fire. 

Continual Burnt Offering 

Verse 9 gives us a general title and then, more specifically, says this is not just the whole 

burnt offering, as some translations suggest, but a more literal rendering indicates that a specific 

type of burnt offering is in view—the “continual burnt offering.” And so this section could be 

translated, or this verse: “This is the law of the whole burnt offering. It is the whole burnt 

offering that remains on its place of burning on the altar all night until the morning, and the fire 

of the altar must be kept burning on it.” 

What was the continual burnt offering? It’s described, in Exod 29:38–42, as consisting of two 

lambs, a grain offering, and a drink offering. One was presented in the morning, and one was 

presented in the evening. You can see this described again in Num 28:3–8. This is one of seven 

continual rites that was done at the tent of meeting. And because the burnt offering had different 

goals—such as seeking the Lord’s favor and help, atonement for sin, as a way of emphasizing 

prayer and praise—well, the continual burnt offering, then, was like this continual prayer in 

which the Israelites were saying, “O Lord, you are our King who dwells in our midst. You are 
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the one who’s worthy of our most costly praise! We ask you to give us your favor! Please forgive 

us our sin! Receive, Lord, the praises we bring and give ear to our cries for help!” 

Changing Garments while Dealing with the Ashes 

In verses 10–11, then, the text turns to address two very practical matters for priests when it 

comes to this offering. First, they had to remove the ashes (verses 10–11); and since they’re 

going to have contact with the altar, they have to put on holy clothes—that is to say, their holy 

priestly uniform. This included linen undergarments to make sure that no nakedness is seen 

while they’re working at the altar [see Exod 20:26; 28:42–43]. With the uniform on, the priest 

removes the ashes of the burnt offering to the eastern side of the altar (compare 1:16). And this 

was very logical. If the ashes were at eastern side of the altar, they would now be closest to the 

exit of the courtyard and, therefore, closest to the place that they’d be carried out. 

Before carrying out the ashes, the priest changes out of his priestly uniform into civilian 

uniform or civilian clothes, and this would be, perhaps, to guard the holiness of the priestly 

clothes. He takes the ashes outside of the camp, disposing of the holy ashes in an appropriately 

pure place. 

Keeping the Fire Burning 

Verses 12–13 then address a second practical issue. A continual offering is being made here, 

so the fire had to be kept continually burning. Remember, the offering is like a prayer, and the 

priest’s job was to make sure the prayer did not stop. The importance of this is shown by 

repetition here. Verse 12 begins by talking about keeping the fire burning; verse 13 ends by 

doing the same. In between, the text tells the priests how to do this: arrange wood for the fuel, 

put the burnt offering on it, and use the fat of fellowship offerings (perhaps for additional fuel, as 

fat burns very well). 

Key Lessons 

Let’s turn to consider the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel 

and how those lessons apply to us today. At least two important lessons here can be noted. 

The Importance of Faithfulness of Spiritual Leaders 

The first is that because this is addressed to priests, it emphasizes the importance of spiritual 

leaders being faithful in their duties so that the Lord’s worship can continue as it should. You see 

this especially here with the offering that is this daily reminder of the people’s need for the 

Lord’s favor and help and grace. If the priests were not faithful here, the Lord’s worship would 

stop, and the people are left without a model of how much they need the Lord. 

This same principle is true in the church today. Of course, there are many differences 

between priests and pastors, but there are important similarities that can also be noted. Priests 

and pastors are both responsible, when it comes to God’s Word, to teach it to the people 

(compare Lev 10:11; 1 Tim 5:17; Titus 1:9). Priests and pastors are both responsible for leading 

the people of God in the worship of God (compare Lev 9:7–22; 1 Tim 4:13). This explains, in 

fact, why Paul exhorts Timothy, a pastor, to carefully attend to or take pains with his pastoral 

responsibilities (1 Tim 4:12–16). This is what the Lord’s sheep need. 

What’s also important to note is that, just as this offering was a constant prayer, spiritual 

leaders are to be in constant prayer for their people. Paul models this well. In Romans 1:9–10 he 
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says, “God, whom I serve in my spirit in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how 

constantly I remember you in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at last by God’s will 

the way may be opened for me to come to you.” Jesus is indeed a perfect model of this; He is at 

the right hand of God and is interceding for us (Rom 8:34). 

The Need for the Lord’s Favor, Help, and Grace 

We can also note here that, though this is addressed to priests, both priests and people would 

have been reminded by this law of the simple fact that they are in constant need of the Lord’s 

favor and help and grace. As mentioned above, this offering is a continual prayer: “O Lord, atone 

for our sin. Grant us your favor. Hear our prayers of praise and petition.” Note, in particular, how 

the text says three times that the fire is to be burning continually (verses 9, 12, 13). The point is 

simply this: There is never a point in the day when you don’t need the Lord and His help; you 

need Him as often as you need the air that you breathe. 

The Bible often emphasizes our constant need for our Lord and His help and our need to look 

to Him constantly in prayer. First Chronicles 16:11: “Look to the LORD and his strength; seek 

his face always.” Colossians 4:2: “Devote yourselves to prayer.” Or, again, “Do not be anxious 

about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 

requests to God” (Phil 4:6). Or simply, “Pray continually” (1 Thess 5:17). 

What’s the implication? Well, one way to see how much we sense our need of the Lord’s 

help is to ask ourselves this question: Are we a person of frequent prayer or infrequent prayer? 

Those who know their need of Him cannot help to speak often with Him. And we do so with 

hope, knowing that this is a King who loves our prayers and who will give us His peace, which 

surpasses all understanding, to guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 
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GRAIN OFFERING (LEV 6:14–18) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 6:14–18 contains the law of the grain offering. The main idea here, or the focus, is 

that treating most holy grain offerings properly was incredibly important to do, especially for the 

priests. When they respected the Lord’s property, they were respecting the Lord and modeling 

this respect for all of Israel. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, once again we have the grain offering coming after the 

burnt offering, which, again, makes sense because these two offerings were often made together. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this section, as with other laws in Lev 6 and 7, this law begins 

with a title, then goes on to touch on things already spoken of in 2:1 and 2, and then turns to 

emphasize how this most holy offering is to be treated: It’s to be eaten by holy people (priests) in 

a holy place (the courtyard of the tent of meeting). 

Important Details 

Let’s look at some of the most important details. As always, I’ll invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. Verses 14 and 15 describe how the priest is to offer the offering and 

describes it in summary form, assuming the fuller instructions of Lev 2. Verses 16–18 then go on 

to focus on new details, which were important to know in terms of how to treat this most holy 

offering properly. 

There were two basic types of offerings in Israel: “most holy” (like the grain offering, 

purification offering, or reparation offerings) and offerings which were simply “holy” (like the 

fellowship offering). Why such a distinction between the offerings? Well, we’re not told the 

reason why, but knowing the ritual status of the offering (most holy or holy) helps you know 

how to treat the offering properly. 

In the case of the grain offering, there were two key points. 

Eaten by Holy People 

First, because it was a most holy offering, it was to be eaten by holy people. A holy offering 

like the fellowship offering could be eaten by people who were simply ritually pure, like the lay 

Israelites, the non-priestly Israelites, or priestly families. Most holy offerings, however, are to be 

eaten by the priests. They’re the ones who are ritually holy, and that’s why the focus here is on 

Aaron and his sons. It’s not for their families, who are just pure. It’s for the priests only; it’s their 

portion from the Lord. 

By the way, we can note here that some versions translate the last half of verse 18 as follows: 

“Whoever touches them”—that is to say, the Lord’s offerings by fire— “will become holy.” That 

translation is not impossible grammatically, but the focus of this section is on the necessity of 

holiness, so a better translation is probably “whoever touches them must be holy.” 
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How You Eat It 

Well, if the first point is that the offering must be eaten by holy people, the second point is 

how they are to eat it. You see this especially in verses 16–17, which is arranged in what’s 

known as a chiasm, a sort of mirror structure where the first half is mirrored in the second half. 

So here you have a requirement of the offering (it must be unleavened bread) and the place of 

eating in general (a holy place). Now here comes the mirroring—place of eating, specifically (the 

courtyard of the tent), and then a requirement of the offering (not baked with leaven). 

The outside frame is emphasizing no leaven allowed; it was forbidden on the altar. Possible 

reasons were discussed in chapter 2; this law might be taking it further. Whereas earlier laws 

made clear Israelites could not bring leavened bread to present on the altar, this law might be 

emphasizing priests could not use grain offering flour—remember, sometimes just the flour and 

oil would be brought—and then mix leaven in it to make bread. 

On the inside of the chiasm, the emphasis is on the holy place. It’s first stated generally and 

then specifically (the courtyard of the tent of meeting); that is to say, the area in front of and 

around the tent of meeting, probably, in particular, near the altar of burnt offering (compare 43 

Lev 10:12). 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? Let me focus here on just one key lesson, and 

that is simply this: showing proper respect to the Lord’s most holy offering. In this law, because 

it’s addressed to priests, the emphasis is on priests and, in particular, the importance of priests 

respecting the Lord’s holy property. The priests were to be models of making proper distinctions 

between the impure and the pure and the holy. If they failed at this, all of Israel would fail as 

well. 

Pastors today, of course, are not responsible for making ritual distinctions; these have been 

set aside in the new covenant. But these were to be—in Israel these ritual distinctions were to 

be—reminders of the importance of moral distinctions, and the Lord’s leaders today are 

responsible for maintaining these moral distinctions and being a model in keeping them. Thus, 

Paul says to Timothy, “Set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in life, in faith and 

in purity” (1 Tim 4:12). If we are leading the Lord’s people, we’re not supposed to simply tell 

them what it means to treat the Lord as holy; we are to show them what it means by the way that 

we ourselves live our lives. 
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THE PRIEST’S CONTINUAL OFFERING (LEV 6:19–23) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 6:19–23 contains the law of the priest’s continual offering. The main idea is simply 

this: In this passage the law explains how priests make a continual grain offering. By doing so, 

one of the things it emphasizes is that the priests, just like anyone else in Israel, daily needed to 

seek the Lord’s favor and grace. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, it makes good sense to put this grain offering law 

together with the previous grain offering law. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure or the flow of thought in this passage, it begins with a brief 

description of the offering (verses 19–20a) and then gives instructions on how to present it 

(verses 20b–22a), with a closing emphasis on burning it entirely and never eating it (verses 22b–

23). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look at some of the most important details, and I’ll invite you to have your 

Bibles open in front of you. 

A Brief Description 

Verses 19–20 begin with a brief description. In Leviticus 8 Aaron and his sons are going to 

be anointed as priests. At some point after that anointing, Aaron will begin to present this 

offering on behalf of all the priests. 

How It Is Presented 

In verses 20b–23 we learn how they’re to present it: 

• The contents of the offering are fine flour and a tenth of an ephah in terms of the 

amount, which is somewhere between eight and sixteen cups (two and four liters). 

• The name here is identified at the “continual grain offering.” That means it’s like the 

continual burnt offering, and that means it’s a continual acknowledgement not only of 

the Lord’s presence but also of the offerer’s need of His favor and His help. The 

people of Israel, of course, needed this as a whole, but this passage focuses on the 

priests (verse 23), which means the Lord’s spiritual leaders are also in constant need 

of the Lord’s favor and help. 

• The passage also describes when it’s being presented—at the beginning of the day 

and at the end of the day, which meant everything in your day is surrounded by this 

acknowledgement of your need of the Lord’s help. 

• How it was made? Flour was soaked with oil and prepared on a griddle, which was 

the shallow bowl which would be put upside down over a fire with the griddle cakes 

baked on the outside of it. These breads were probably hard and thin and then would 

be broken before being offered. 
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• The person presenting it is the high priest. All of the priests had anointing oil 

sprinkled on them, but only one priest was anointed with it on the head. That’s the 

high priest (Lev 8). Why is he offering it? Well, he’s the representative of the priests. 

This is for them, and he’s presenting it on their behalf. 

• How is it to be burnt? Entirely. Note the focus here in verses 22–23, which you could 

translate fairly literally like this: “to the Lord it will be offered up in smoke as an 

offering entirely burnt. So, every grain offering of a priest will be an offering entirely 

burnt; it must not be eaten.” Why couldn’t the priests eat it? Well, the text doesn’t 

say. Perhaps it was that so that they didn’t profit from an offering that was made on 

their behalf. What is clear, however, is that by burning the entire offering, the focus is 

not on what they can eat but on their need of the Lord’s favor and help. 

Key Lesson 

All right. So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do they apply to us today? One of the biggest takeaways here is for the priests. 

This law emphasizes their continual need for the Lord’s favor. They did a continual burnt 

offering, morning, and evening, on behalf of the nation; they did a continual grain offering, 

morning and evening, on behalf of themselves. Spiritual leaders need the Lord’s favor as much 

as anyone else. This would protect them—the priests, by the way—from the danger that spiritual 

leaders often face; that is, spiritual pride. 

At the same time, this law was also an encouragement. If the Lord has them making this 

offering, that means He is serious about helping them. He loves to answer His children’s prayers 

for mercy and help. Those leading the Lord’s people can be encouraged, therefore, to pray for 

this regularly and with good hope. Our supreme Shepherd loves to help us shepherd the sheep 

that He’s entrusted to our care. 
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PURIFICATION OFFERING (LEV 6:24–30) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 6:24–30 is another law of the purification offering. The main idea here: The focus 

is on the proper treatment of the purification offering, which was most holy. As with other laws 

in this section, the emphasis is on the priest treating it properly, in this way showing respect to 

the Lord’s most holy property and to the Lord Himself. Just as a reminder here, with the 

purification offering, sin is thought of as defiling and needing to be cleansed. The blood of this 

offering cleanses sin away. 

As we discussed earlier, in chapter 4, it’s traditionally called the sin offering. But many now 

are calling it the purification offering because of the focus here on purification of sin or impurity. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, as we noted in our introduction to chapter 6 and 7, the 

offerings here mention most holy ones before holy ones; and therefore, we’ll have the 

purification offering and reparation offering mentioned before we get to the fellowship offering. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure and flow of thought of this section, it consists of three major 

sections: Verses 24–25 cover introductory matters, verses 25–29 talk about implications for this 

offering due to its most holy status, and then verse 30 lists an important exception in terms of 

how to treat the offering properly. The middle section (verses 25–29) is the longest and the focus 

of the text. 

Most Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bibles 

open in front of you. 

Introductory Matters (Lev 6:24–25c) 

First section in verses 24–25. Introductory matters here. This includes the title (“This is the 

law of the purification offering”) and the place of slaughter (“where the whole burnt offering is 

slaughtered”; that is to say, the north side of the altar [cf. Lev 1:11]). 

Requirements for the Offering (Lev 6:25d–29) 

The second section (verses 25–29) discusses the requirements for this most holy offering. It’s 

important to note here that this section begins and ends with the phrase “it is most holy.” In 

between are commands directly related to how to treat a purification offering properly due to its 

most holy status. In verse 26, the first regulations here are similar to those of the most holy grain 

offering. A priest must eat it and must do so in a holy place. This verse also indicates that one 

priest took the lead in making the offering. The priest who presents it as a purification offering 

will eat it. He would eat the pieces left over after the fat had been burned (compare Lev 4:26, 31, 

35), though the priest could also share the meat with other priests, as suggested by verse 29. 

Verse 27 begins then by emphasizing that those who touch it must be holy. By the way, here, 

some versions will, again, say those who touch it “will become holy.” As discussed with the 

grain offering in 6:18, “must be holy” is a more likely translation. 
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Verse 27 goes on to say that if purification offering blood spatters on a garment, it must be 

washed in a holy place. Why is that? Well, perhaps simply because blood was considered holy—

or maybe most holy—and therefore had to be washed out before the garment left the holy place. 

This understanding would be in keeping with the context. Note that the most holy offerings had 

to be eaten in a holy place, and the requirement to wash blood would therefore be related to the 

holiness of the blood as well. 

In verse 28 we see that Israel was—background, actually, is that in ancient Israel, meat could 

be roasted but often was boiled in a sacrificial context. So we have this verse from Samuel, 

which says, “Now it was the practice of the priests that, whenever any of the people offered a 

sacrifice, the priest’s servant would come with a three-pronged fork in his hand while the meat 

was being boiled” (1 Sam 2:13, 15; see also Zech 14:21). 

You could use clay pots to do this, or metal pots. If you used a clay pot, it was to be broken; 

if a metal pot, it was to be scoured clean. Why the difference? Well, probably again, because you 

weren’t supposed to have most holy items leaving the holy place. The clay pot was therefore 

broken because it was porous; it could absorb the blood or the juices of the most holy offering. It 

was broken so that it wasn’t then used in the realm of the non-holy. We can also note here that 

clay pots would have been very inexpensive. This was not a hardship for the Israelites to break 

them here. Metal pots, on the other hand, are not absorbent, so there’s no need to destroy them 

but just to clean them thoroughly. 

An Exception (Lev 6:30) 

The final section here is in verse 30. It states an exception: “But any purification offering 

whose blood is brought into the tent of meeting to make atonement in the holy place must not be 

eaten. It must be burned up.” As we noted in chapter 4, there were two types of purification 

offerings: one for the high priest and people as a whole; another for a leader or the laypeople. 

When it was for the high priest and people as a whole, the priest would bring the blood of the 

purification offering inside the tent of meeting. In this case, chapter 4 says that all the meat is 

burned up; and the rationale, again, might be that if the priest is among the guilty, he can’t profit 

from eating from this offering. This verse is emphasizing the same thing. 

Key Lesson 

All right. So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? The main lesson here is similar to that of the 

grain offering (6:14–18). The law is addressed to priests and emphasizes to them the importance 

of treating the Lord’s most holy property with proper respect. By doing so, the priests were 

modeling for the Israelites the proper way to interact with their holy Lord with full and due 

reverence and honor. It is the privilege of the Lord’s spiritual leaders to model this for the Lord’s 

holy people. 
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REPARATION OFFERING (LEV 7:1–7) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 7:1–7 has another law on reparation offerings. The focus of this law is on the 

reparation offering, which is most holy. So, the emphasis here is again on the fact that priests 

must treat it properly because it’s the Lord’s most holy property. By way of reminder, sin is 

pictured here as a breach of loyalty against the covenant. Ransom is therefore needed, which 

atones for the wrong and repairs the damage. That’s how a reparation offering is functioning, and 

that’s what leads to the translation here of “reparation offering” instead of “guilt offering.” 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary/historical context, the literary context here, as in chapters 1–5, is that the 

reparation offering is coming after the purification offering, which is very natural since both of 

these offerings are used solely for atonement. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure or flow of thought within this section, the reparation offering law 

(Lev 5:14–6:7) explains when sinners should bring a reparation offering; this law explains how 

priests should present a reparation offering. 

Important Details 

There are two major parts to the law. The first deals with the place of slaughter and the 

pieces to put on the altar (verses 1–5). The second deals with who may eat the meat that’s not 

burned up (verses 6–7). Let’s take a look, then, at some of the most important details. As always, 

I invite you to have your Bible open in front of you. 

The Place of Slaughter and the Pieces on the Altar 

The first section is in verses 1–5. After the title, the rest of these verses focus on the place of 

slaughter and the pieces to put on the altar—namely, the blood and all of the fat. In verse 2 we 

read that the blood is thrown roundabout on the altar, perhaps showing the thoroughness of the 

atonement being made. Verses 3–5 pick up on what was already emphasized in chapter 3 for the 

fellowship offering: All the fat was to be burned. As we noted earlier, in chapter 3, the fat was 

the best portion and, therefore, was given to the one to be most honored, the Lord. The list of fat 

items here is similar to those listed in chapter 3. The animal for the reparation offering was an 

adult sheep, and thus the fatty tail is mentioned because the broad-tailed sheep is in view, whose 

fatty tail could weigh up to twenty-eight pounds (about thirteen kilograms). 

Holy People Eating a Holy Offering 

The second section, then, is in verses 6 and 7. These verses emphasize, again, that holy 

people must eat this offering because it’s most holy. These would, of course, be the priests. They 

would eat the portions left after the fat was burned. Any priest could eat of it. They had to do so 

in a holy place, and the priest who took the lead in the offering had first choice of meat but could 

also share with other priests. 
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Key Lesson 

So, what, then, were the lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? Once again, the main lesson here is going to be similar 

to that of the grain offering (6:14–18). This law is addressed to priests and, therefore, emphasizes 

to them the importance of treating the Lord’s most holy property with proper respect. In this 

way, they modeled for the Israelites the proper way to interact with their holy Lord, with full and 

due reverence and honor. It is the privilege of the Lord’s spiritual leaders to model this for the 

Lord’s holy people. 
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PORTION DISTRIBUTIONS AMONG THE PRIESTS (LEV 7:8–10) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 7:8–10 deals with related matters on portion distributions among the priests. Here’s 

the main idea: As with previous laws, the focus here is on how to treat various offerings 

properly. It’s going to continue, then, the theme of showing respect to the Lord’s holy things. 

Here the specific focus is on which portions belong to priests, which, of course, highlights and 

emphasizes the Lord’s care in providing for them by means of these offerings. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context, we can note that Lev 7:7 ended by talking about how to 

distribute sacrificial portions among priests. These verses continue that theme, focusing here on 

the whole burnt offering and the grain offering. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of these verses, each verse has a similar form: At the beginning of 

the verse it identifies the offering, and at the end of the verse it says which portions of the 

offering go to the priests. Verse 8 does this with the whole burnt offering, verse 9 with the 

cooked grain offering, and verse 10 with uncooked grain offering. 

Important Details 

Let’s then look at some of the more important details. Again, I invite you to have your Bibles 

open. 

Burnt Offering 

Verse 8. The burnt offering law of chapter 1 said how to present the burnt offering, not which 

portion went to the priests. In fact, from chapter 1, we know everything was burned except for 

the skin. This verse makes clear that the skin goes to the priest, and they could use it, of course, 

for vessels or containers (Lev 11:32; Num 31:20) or for pieces of clothing like belts (2 Kgs 1:8). 

This was a very practical provision for the priests and their families. 

Cooked Grain Offerings 

In verse 9, then, we know from chapter 2 that priests ate the remainder of the grain offering 

after the memorial portion had been burned up. These verses now get more specific. Verse 9 says 

that with cooked grain offerings, they go to the priest who presents it. 

Uncooked Grain Offerings 

Verse 10 says, if not cooked—and that’s described, remember, in Lev 2:1–3—then it was 

shared equally among all the priests. We’re not told why this difference exists. Perhaps it’s that 

cooked grain offerings became stale more quickly and thus were to be eaten right away by the 

priest who presented it, while uncooked grain offerings could be stored as a communal flour 

source for the priests to use. 
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Key Lesson 

So, what, then, were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, 

and how do those lessons apply to us today? Well, on the one hand, when the Lord provides for 

priests in this way, He’s reminding them of His goodness and His care. He knows that if they’re 

devoting their time to working at the tent of meeting, they don’t have time for farming and 

raising cattle and need support. These laws help to meet that need. 

At the same time, these laws are also a reminder to Israelites of the importance of making 

sure that the physical needs of their spiritual leaders are being met. This freed the leaders up to 

lead and to care for the sheep. The NT emphasizes the same. So, Paul says, “Don’t you know 

that those who serve in the temple get their food from the temple, and that those who serve at the 

altar share in what is offered on the altar? In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those 

who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel” (1 Cor 9:13–14). Or again, 

“Nevertheless, the one who receives instruction in the word should share all good things with 

their instructor” (Gal 6:6). And “all good things” here clearly includes material things as well. 

The Lord’s people do this as a way of thanking these leaders who play such an important role 

in their lives. They also do this to make sure that the leaders can devote themselves to leading the 

Lord’s people without worry. If shepherds are going to shepherd the flock of God well, they need 

to be free of worldly care. 
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FELLOWSHIP OFFERING (LEV 7:11–21): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 7:11–21 has another law on fellowship offering sacrifices. This section focuses on 

different types of fellowship offerings and how to treat their sacrificial portions properly. In this 

way it also emphasizes, again, the importance of priests and, here also, of the Israelites treating 

the Lord’s holy property with due respect. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, this is now the final offering mentioned in Lev 6–7. 

And that means all five major offerings have been covered: burnt; grain; purification; reparation; 

and here, fellowship offering. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this passage, there are three major sections. The first two focus on 

specific types of fellowship offerings, so praise fellowship offerings (verses 12–15) and then 

vow or voluntary or freewill fellowship offerings (verses 16–18). The third section speaks of 

fellowship offerings in general (verses 19–21). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look, then, at some of the most important details. Again, I invite you to have a 

Bible open in front of you. I’ll begin with a general comment: Leviticus 3 addressed fellowship 

offerings in general. We saw there that it was this covenantal meal to celebrate and reaffirm 

covenant relationship with the Lord and with one another. It wasn’t simply a peace offering; it’s 

a fellowship offering. 

Here, there are three types of fellowship offerings that are identified that could be brought. 

We’re not told who this section is addressed to—whether it’s priests or laypeople—but the 

content of this section suggests both are in view because the focus is on the proper treatment of 

the meat, and this is the one offering where the meat is handled by both priests and laypeople. 

There are three main sections in these verses. We’ll look at each of them in turn. 

Praise Fellowship Offerings 

The first section is in verses 11–15. Now, we’re given the title in verse 11 and then 

introduced to this praise fellowship offering. It’s the first of three different types. The other two 

are vow and voluntary (or freewill) fellowship offerings. These three types of offerings differ in 

terms of their purpose and when the meat is eaten. With praise fellowship offerings, the purpose 

is to thank the Lord for specific acts He did for you. The meat was to be eaten on the first day, 

and then anything remaining was burned. 

Vow Fellowship Offerings 

With vow fellowship offerings, the purpose was that an offerer would bring this fellowship 

offering to fulfill a vow he had made. The meat for this offering would be eaten on the first or 

the second day, and then the remaining meat was to be burned. 
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Freewill Fellowship Offerings 

With freewill, or voluntary, fellowship offerings, of course, these were simply a voluntary 

offering that was brought to the Lord. The meat would, again, be eaten on the first or second day, 

and then the remaining meat was burned. 

The Praise Fellowship Offering 

This section, of course, is about praise fellowship offerings. It’s sometimes translated as 

“thank offerings,” but the term here perhaps is better understood for praise in general. It was 

offered for specific acts the Lord did on your behalf, and so consider Psa 107:20–22: “He sent 

His word and healed them and delivered them from their destructions. Let them give praise to the 

LORD for His lovingkindness, and for His wonders to the sons of men! Let them also offer 

sacrifices of praise and tell of His works with joyful singing.” 

What Are These Works? 

What are these works that He does for people? Well, the rest of Psa 107 lets us know. He 

provides for their material needs (verses 4–9). He delivers them from physical oppression (verses 

10–16). He heals them from sickness (verses 17–22). He protects them from physical harm 

(verses 23–32). A praise offering was a way, then, to give praise and thanksgiving for these 

deeds, and the person who brought it might even sing this psalm or another like it, like Psa 100. 

The Types of Bread 

The verses continue now to explain how to make this praise offering, and the verses focus on 

the types of bread to bring with it. You will remember that the fellowship offering typically was 

offered with bread. That maintained the meal analogy, to have meat and bread together, kind of 

like an ancient way of saying you have both meat and potatoes. 

Three types of bread are mentioned: loaves of unleavened bread mixed with oil, wafers of 

unleavened bread spread with oil, and loaves of soaked fine flour mixed with oil. That’s a fairly 

literal translation of verse 12. The first two of these breads also occur at some especially 

important occasions, like the ordination of the priests (Lev 8:26) or the completion of a Nazarite 

vow (Num 6:15, 19). And this could imply that they were especially important or costly. The 

third type of bread also seems special because of the extra preparation process. The flour had to 

be soaked, perhaps with oil or hot water, and then made into a loaf. In other words, the 

requirement of these three breads, which seem especially costly, suggests that the praise offering 

might have been especially important. 

Unleavened and Leavened Bread 

Verse 13 then says that along with unleavened bread, they could also present leavened bread. 

These would not be burned on the altar, of course. Some would go to the priests (verse 14), and 

the rest, presumably, would go to the offerer to eat with his portion of the sacrificial meat. 

A Contribution Offering 

In verse 14 the focus is on the priest bringing one of each type of bread as a contribution 

offering. This certainly refers to the unleavened breads, though possibly the leavened breads as 

well (compare Lev 23:16–20). In any case, the breads for the priests are referred to here as a 

“contribution offering.” Older versions sometimes use “heave offering.” The Hebrew term here 

ה)  terumah) refers to an object that’s lifted up and away from a group of other objects. In/ְתרּומָּ
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fact, the verb built on the same root is used very specifically that way to refer to lifting an object 

up and away from a group of other objects. In this context, “contribution offering,” then, is used 

to refer to items which Israelites lift up and away from their own possessions to give to the Lord, 

who in turn gives these items to the tabernacle or to the priests. Here it refers to the portion lifted 

up and away from the sacrifice to dedicate to the Lord, who then gives it to the priests and to the 

tabernacle; and, of course, this would provide for priestly needs. 

In this case, it’s for the priest who took the lead in presenting the offering, the one who 

throws the blood roundabout on the altar. 

Eaten on the Same Day and the Rest Burned 

Verse 15 then says that the meat must be eaten on the same day and the rest burned. Why? 

Well, numerous suggestions have been given. Some have said this would perhaps encourage the 

offerer to share meat with those who were poor. Others have suggested it’s to make sure that the 

meat didn’t go bad; didn’t spoil. Still others have suggested that worshippers would learn from 

this to rely on the Lord for His provision of food or bread on a regular basis. But none of these 

explanations helps us to know why, sometimes, the offering was eaten on the same day and why, 

in other instances, fellowship offerings could be eaten on the second day as well. 

There is a more likely suggestion. We’ve already noted that the breads here suggest this 

fellowship offering was especially important. It was perhaps, therefore, burned on the same day 

to lessen its chance of being ritually defiled. In other words, of the fellowship offerings, it’s the 

one with the highest grade of holiness, and thus extra protection is required. And this would also 

be in keeping with the focus of these laws—namely, protecting meat from ritual defilement. 

This will lead us now to the second section, which addresses vow and voluntarily fellowship 

offerings, and we’ll pick that up in the next segment. 
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FELLOWSHIP OFFERING (LEV 7:11–21): PART 2 

Details (continued) 

Vow/Voluntary Fellowship Offering 

The second section of fellowship offering law here is verses 16–18. These address vow or 

voluntary (sometimes translated “freewill”) fellowship offerings. 

IMPORTANCE OF VOWS. First, the vow offering. If you were praying about something 

important as an ancient Israelite, you would sometimes make a vow: “O Lord, if you answer this 

prayer, I will do such and such.” Or, more specifically, “O Lord, if you answer this prayer, I will 

offer you a fellowship offering.” The vow emphasized the importance of the prayer, and it also 

ensured that appropriate thanksgiving would be given. 

Vows were not a bribe; the Lord cannot be bought. No. Thankfulness is one of the first 

emotions to evaporate, and the vow made sure that appropriate thankfulness would be given. So, 

consider Psalm 66:13 and 16, where the person has vowed a burnt offering: “I shall come into 

your house with burnt offerings; I will pay you my vows.… Come and hear, all you who fear 

God, and I will tell you of what he has done for my soul” (see also Psa 116:14, 17–18). In other 

words, the Lord has answered their prayer, and now here’s the psalmist giving public praise in 

the courts of the tabernacle for what the Lord has done. 

In terms of purpose, then, these vow fellowship offerings were like praise fellowship 

offerings, the difference perhaps being that you brought a vow offering when you had made or 

received an answer to prayer for which you had made a specific vow; whereas praise fellowship 

offerings you would bring when the Lord had helped you in some way even if you hadn’t made a 

vow. As for the voluntary or freewill offerings, these were not brought for any specific answer to 

prayer but were maybe just a more general way to give thanks and praise to the Lord. 

EATING THE BREAD AND MEAT. Vow and voluntary offerings presumably had simpler 

grain offerings that went with them, though they’re not specified here. Both of these could be 

eaten on the first or second day, perhaps because the meat here was not at the same level of 

holiness and, therefore, the regulations weren’t quite as strict. 

But it was still incredibly important to follow this regulation of when to eat the meat. If not, 

and if the meat is eaten on the third day, the consequences were very serious. Verse 18 says, 

“But if instead any of the meat of this fellowship offering sacrifice is eaten on the third day, then 

the one presenting it will not be favorably accepted; it will not be credited to him; it will be a 

ritually offensive thing. And as for the person who eats any of it, he will bear his punishment.” 

That’s a fairly literal translation of that verse. In other words, the entire offering would be null 

and void, and instead of the Lord’s favor, there would be punishment for disobeying the Lord’s 

commands. 

What is more, the meat is now considered a ritually offensive thing. Some versions translate 

as though the meat is spoiled or rotten, as though the focus is on hygiene. But the term that’s 

used here (ִפּגּול/piggul) is used in other places where the focus is on ritual impurity—for example, 

Isa 65:4, where it’s parallel to swine’s flesh, which, of course, was very ritually impure. That 

means in this context the offerer has turned holy meat into ritually impure meat. That was a 

severe sign of disrespect to the holy Lord, and as a result, the offerer was going to “bear his 

punishment”; that is to say, suffer some sort of consequence. 
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Proper Handling of Meat 

The third section is in verses 19–21, and this section follows naturally; it focuses on other 

laws related to handling fellowship meat properly. There are two main instructions. The first is in 

verse 19. If any fellowship offering meat comes into contact with ritual impurity, whether from a 

human source or an animal source (verse 21), it is disqualified. It’s no longer holy and thus no 

longer appropriate for its use; it must be burned. 

The second specification is found in verses 19–21. This deals with other meat; that is to say, 

other fellowship offering meat that is not impure. Because this is holy meat, you have to be pure 

to eat of it. If a person is ritually impure—which can happen from any number of different 

activities such as sexual relations or certain physical conditions, or if the persons become impure 

from touching certain types of other impure things—and then, being impure, eats the meat, there 

are, again, severe consequences because this is severe disrespect to the Lord. 

The consequence here is explained in terms of the person being “cut off from their people” 

(verse 20). At the least, this refers to being excommunicated. You can compare Lev 18:28, which 

mentions being vomited out of the land, or with 18:29, which mentions being “cut off.” This 

could also refer to premature death, and so in Exod 31:14 we read, “Observe the Sabbath, 

because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it is to be put to death; those who do any work 

on that day must be cut off from their people.” 

Either one of these, of course, was a serious penalty. We understand this implicitly with 

death, but to be exiled was also serious. It was like a living death because the sinner now is no 

longer part of the covenant community; they’re separated from the covenant community and, of 

course then, from all the blessings that come from the covenant God. 

By the way, if a person did not know they were impure and ate of this meat, then they could 

offer a reparation offering, and a law like Lev 5:14–16 could come into play. 

Key Lessons 

So, what, then, are the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate through the people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? Let me mention at least two lessons here. 

Respecting What Belongs to the Lord 

On the one hand, one of the lessons here is very similar to other laws in this section: Treat the 

Lord’s holy property with respect as a way of showing respect to the holy Lord. In this case, 

more specifically, treat the meat of this offering properly. Eat it in the proper amount of time and 

while ritually pure. 

Respecting the Lord’s Covenant Meal 

At the same time, because this offering functioned as a covenant meal, Christians today will 

think, “Well, what does it mean to eat our covenant meal, the Lord’s Supper, in the proper way? 

What does it mean to treat that meal with respect?” At Leviticus 3 we talked about the parallels 

between the fellowship offering and the Lord’s Supper. It is our covenant meal. And just as a 

fellowship offering had to be eaten in the proper way, Paul says those that don’t eat the Lord’s 

Supper in the proper way, who eat it “in an unworthy manner,” will face consequences (1 Cor 

11:27). 
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What does it mean to eat the Lord’s Supper “in an unworthy manner”? Well, in context, Paul 

is speaking of those who are eating this meal and therefore saying “We’re covenant brothers and 

sisters” and yet not treating others, especially the poor, as covenant brothers and sisters. And so 

you can see that in the context of 1 Cor 11:20–22 and 33–34. Think of it this way: For a groom 

to eat his wedding cake while being in the midst of an affair makes a mockery of that cake. In the 

same way, for Christians to partake of the Lord’s Supper while mistreating other covenant 

brothers and sisters makes a mockery of that covenant meal and what it represents: the sacrificial 

blood and body of Christ by which we enter into covenant relationship with Him (1 Cor 10:16–

17; 11:27). 

Before the Lord’s Supper, before partaking of it, those who are leading should not simply 

explain this is a meal for covenant members—for Christians—but also remind people: 

As we eat of this meal, what we’re doing is celebrating and affirming that we’re in 

covenant relationship with other Christians, and that means we’re committing here to love 

them and honor them. If you’re not willing to do that, don’t partake of this meal. If you’re 

not willing to extend reconciliation and to forgive or try to forgive, don’t partake of this 

meal. If you’re willing to do so but feel weak, not sure how you’re going reconcile, not sure 

how you’re going to forgive but are willing to do it, then eat of this meal and be strengthened 

in the good news that this meal represents: that the Son of God, Jesus Himself, loves us and 

has given Himself for us, and He will help us to walk in His ways and show others His 

mercy, His grace, and His love. 
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RELATED MATTERS (LEV 7:20–36) 

Prohibition on Consuming Fat or Blood 

Leviticus 7:20–27 has a prohibition on consuming fat or blood. 

Main Idea and Literary/Historical Context 

The main idea and context here: These verses return to an idea already presented at the end 

of chapter 3—that Israelites may never consume the fat of sacrificial animals or meat with blood. 

Just as the fellowship offering law in chapter 3 ended with this prohibition, so here the 

prohibition follows after other fellowship offering laws. 

A New Detail 

There is a new detail here, and it’s found in verse 24: If an animal is not killed in sacrifice 

but dies on its own or is killed by another animal, its fat may still not be eaten, but it may be used 

for other purposes. The Bible doesn’t give any specific examples. Various scholars have 

suggested that it could be used for polish or maybe for lighting, fuel, or lamps or as a lubricant 

that the Israelites could use with their tools or other equipment. 

For the rest of this section, I would refer you to our earlier segments on chapter 3 especially 

for issues related to the fat and to our segments on chapter 17 especially for issues related to 

blood. 

Fellowship Offering Portions for Priests 

In 7:28–36, now we have fellowship offering portions for priests being described. 

Main Idea 

Here’s the main idea. The focus here is on which portions of the fellowship offering the 

Israelites are to give to priests. The focus is teaching priests that the Lord will care for their 

needs and teaching Israelites that they are to show high respect to their spiritual leaders. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, this flows here very naturally. Having just discussed which 

portions of fellowship offerings Israelites were never to eat (verses 20–27), these verses now 

describe portions they must give to priests and which priests are going to get which portions. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure here, there are two main sections. In the first, it describes which 

fellowship offering portions offerers give to the Lord and also which ones the Lord gives to the 

priests, along with the rationale for priestly portions (verses 29–34). The second section 

describes when it is that the priests should start receiving these portions (verses 35–36). 

Important Details 

Let’s look, then, at some of the most important details. I again invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. In general, this passage is filling out the picture of who gets which portions 

of fellowship offering meat: 

1. There’s fat that’s burned on the altar to the Lord (3:3–5; 7:31). 
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2. There’s the right thigh, which is eaten by the officiating priest and his family in a clean 

place (7:32–33; 10:14). 

3. There’s the breast, which is eaten by other priests and their families, also in a clean place 

(7:31; 10:14). 

4. There’s the rest of the meat, which would be eaten by the offerer and his family and 

friends in a clean place. And here, you’ll need to look to a place like Deut 12:7, 17–18. 

The clean place in this instance is assumed. 

What we can also note here is that this passage is addressed to lay Israelites to make sure 

they understand which portions they are to give to which priests (verses 28–29). 

Two Different Sections 

Let’s get a bit more specific now and look at the two different sections. 

THE PORTION FOR THE LORD (LEV 7:29–34). The first section is verses 29–34. The 

focus here begins with which portion of the fellowship offering—or which portions of the 

fellowship offering—is given to the Lord; namely, the fat, the breast, and the right thigh. The fat, 

as expected, would be burned on the altar and given to the Lord. It was the best part, and thus 

giving it to the Lord was a way to honor Him. The breast was probably also one of the better cuts 

of meat, since the thigh appears to be as well. I’ll discuss that a bit more in a moment. 

The offerer here is to wave the breast before the Lord as a wave offering (verse 30). The 

word here for “wave” refers to waving or shaking or moving an item back and forth, so the word 

is used elsewhere for shaking nations in a sieve (Isa 30:28) or, in Isa 13:2, for waving a hand 

back and forth. This is done with a wave offering, moving it back and forth in some way, and 

this action is understood to be a way of marking “This belongs to the Lord.” So compare here a 

set of verses like Num 8:15–16: “But you shall … wave them as a wave offering, for they are 

wholly given to me,” the Lord, “from among the Israelites.” 

Other texts suggest that it was the priests, not the offerers, who would actually do the waving 

(compare Lev 9:21; 14:12). They would most likely then take the offering from the offerer’s 

hand, do this ritual act of waving on the offerer’s behalf, and therefore make clear that the 

offerer—because they’ve taken it from the offerer’s hand, it would be clear the offerer is the 

original giver. 

By the way, we might question here, how is this different from a contribution offering? Well, 

both refer to items that are specifically designated as the Lord’s, and both are given generally by 

the Lord to priests or for use in the tabernacle. The difference is that the wave offering has this 

extra ritual action. Perhaps that made it a special type of contribution offering. There’s no 

explanation given as to why this extra rite is needed, and there’s no agreement among the 

commentators why this different action is required. What is clear, however, is this: The waving 

indicated that this gift was given by the offerer to the Lord. And then verse 31 makes clear that 

the breast was given by the Lord to the priests in general; they and their families could eat. 

As for the right thigh (verses 32–33), this is given to the officiating priest; it’s for him and his 

family. And the right thigh, again, seems to be a special portion. So, when Samuel has a meal 

with Saul, Samuel has the thigh of the animal put aside to give to Saul as the person of honor. 

You see that in 1 Sam 9:22 and 24. And here in our text, it’s the right thigh in particular which 

was the favored side in ancient Israel. You see that in a place like Gen 48:13–20. The Israelites, 

therefore, are to give the priest a portion that would communicate honor and respect. And again, 
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this suggests the breast was to function in the same way. It’s called a contribution offering here 

because, like the wave offering, it’s given to the Lord, who gives it to the priests to provide for 

their needs. 

In verse 34 the Lord gives the rationale: The Lord Himself has given these portions to the 

priests as their perpetual allotment, their perpetual share in His offerings. What this told the 

priests is that they’re receiving these from the Lord as a gift from Him. 

WHEN TO RECEIVE THE PORTIONS. In the second section (verses 35–36), the text 

identifies when priests should start receiving these portions; namely, from the day that Aaron and 

his sons started as priests. This notice, which comes near the end of chapter 7, begins to prepare 

us, then, for the ordination ceremony that will take place in the very next chapter. 

Key Lessons 

All right. So, what are the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His 

people Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? 

Reminder of the Lord’s Provision 

Well, on the one hand, in verse 34 the Lord makes clear He is giving these portions to the 

priests. He’s reminding them that He was providing for their needs; He was their provider. These 

aren’t something they merited or earned; they were a gift from the heavenly King. And just as 

the Israelites looked to the Lord to provide for their needs, so too were the priests to look to the 

Lord to provide for their needs. 

Honoring Spiritual Leaders 

At the same time, these portions also appear to have been very special—the kind of meat you 

would give to the person of honor—and this would have taught the Israelites the importance of 

honoring their spiritual leaders. 

The NT emphasizes the same: Christians, pay honor to your leaders in the church, and do so 

by providing for their needs. So, for example, we read Paul saying, “The elders who direct the 

affairs of the church are worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and 

teaching. For Scripture says, ‘Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain,’ and ‘The 

worker deserves his wages’” (1 Tim 5:17–18). 

We also, of course, honor our spiritual leaders by submitting to their authority. Hebrews 13 

says, “Have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority, because they keep watch 

over you as those who must give an account.” In other words, leaders bear heavy responsibility 

and need our support. Indeed, it’s important to note how Heb 13:17 ends: “Do this so that their 

work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no benefit to you.” The job of our spiritual 

leaders is certainly to shepherd us, but our job, as the sheep, is to be the type of sheep that are a 

joy to shepherd. 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the Lord speaking 

from the tent of meeting. 
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SUMMARY (LEV 6–7) 

Introduction 

Leviticus 7:37–38, now, summarizes the content of Lev 6–7 as a whole. Two particular 

points may be noted. 

An Ordination Offering 

First, the ordination offering is mentioned in verse 37, though it’s not mentioned anywhere 

else in chapters 6 and 7. Why does it occur here? Well, perhaps simply because this was a type 

of fellowship offering. We’ll talk a bit more about that in our comments on Lev 8; thus, it made 

good sense to mention it here, where there’s been such a focus on other types of fellowship 

offering. Perhaps, also, it’s mentioned here to begin to prepare us for the ordination ceremony 

that’s about to happen in the next chapter. 

Moses, Mount Sinai, and the Laws of Leviticus 

A second point to mention is that these laws here are described as those which the Lord 

commanded Moses on Mount Sinai. We know that the laws of Lev 1–5 were given at the tent of 

meeting, not on Mount Sinai; we see that from Lev 1:1. And that means that the laws in chapters 

6 and 7 were given at an earlier time than those of 1–5. For some reason, however, they’re 

placed here. Why? Well, at least two different explanations have been given, and these can 

overlap. 

Keeping Offering Laws Together 

Since Leviticus 1–5 is about offerings, perhaps Lev 6 and 7 occurs here simply to keep a 

whole bunch of laws on offerings together. Thematically, they all relate. 

Relevance to Chapter 8 

A second suggestion is that many of the laws in chapter 7 are relevant to chapter 8, especially 

laws on priestly portions and regulations for eating meat. Thus, it makes good sense to put them 

here just before the ceremony of chapter 8. 

The Covenant King Teaching His People to Worship 

At the end of the day, the key here is that the Lord, the covenant King, is communicating His 

covenant law to His people through His prophetic spokesman Moses. In particular, He’s giving 

them laws on how to draw near to Him in worship. The Lord desires this from His people; and 

therefore, He tells them how to do it properly and provides a way for them to do it. 

And we see this now most clearly and ultimately in Jesus. He is the great High Priest who 

atones for our sin by the sacrifice of Himself so that we can “draw near to God with a sincere 

heart in full assurance of faith” (Heb 10:22). What this means is that it shows us the Lord’s true 

desire for His creation: to be able to come before Him and enjoy relationship with Him, 

celebrating and reaffirming our covenant relationship with Him that we now have in Jesus. He 

has made us to be worshipers, and we will only find true meaning and joy when we’re 

worshiping Him. 
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Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the comparison of 

Leviticus 6-7 and the New Testament. 

Leviticus 6–7 and the NT 

In commenting on 6:2–6, 13–16 (9–13, 20–23), we observed some similarities between the 

theology of Leviticus and the NT. But compared with some other passages in the book the NT 

parallels seem sparse. However, do they exhaust the lessons that a Christian may draw from 

these two chapters? 

These chapters were addressed to the priests of ancient Israel, who led and conducted the 

services and carried out the sacrifices. Though blood sacrifice has been made obsolete under the 

New Covenant by Christ’s death, those who lead the worship of the new Israel of God may still 

find guidance as to the correct approach and attitude to adopt in divine service, for it is the same 

God that we address today. 

These laws underline that scrupulous attention to detail and punctilious obedience to God’s 

instructions were expected in priest and worshipper, otherwise “the man who offered it will not 

be accepted” (7:18). 

We express respect and reverence in ordinary life by conforming to the conventions of 

etiquette in our society. These conventions vary from society to society. What may be regarded 

as politeness in one culture may be thought very rude in another. Our conventions of worship are 

utterly different from those of ancient Israel and differ from denomination to denomination. 

Careful attention to convention may be one way of demonstrating our reverence and love for 

God. “Let us offer to God acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for our God is a 

consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28–29). Paul, in rebuking the leaders of the Corinthian church, advises 

them to lead the worship of the church with order and dignity, “For God is not a God of 

confusion but of peace” (1 Cor. 14:33). 

Calvin commenting says, “Since God prefers obedience to all sacrifices, he was unwilling 

that anything should remain doubtful as to the external rites, which were not otherwise of great 

importance; that they might learn to observe precisely, and with most exact care, whatever the 

Law commanded, and that they should not obtrude anything of themselves.” 

Jesus said that God must be worshipped in spirit and in truth. And it has become 

commonplace to contrast spirit and form as if they were incompatible in worship. “The letter 

killeth but the Spirit giveth life” is a text that out of context (2 Cor. 3:6) can be used to justify 

slapdash leading of services and other Christian activities. Spontaneity and lack of preparation is 

equated with spirituality. Lev. 6–7 denies this: care and attention to detail are indispensable to 

the conduct of divine worship. God is more important, more distinguished, worthy of more 

respect than any man; therefore, we should follow his injunctions to the letter, if we respect him. 

A glance at the performing arts dispels the illusion that a great and spirited performance can 

be achieved without practice and attention to detail. Indeed, great actors and musicians spend 

hours studying and rehearsing the works they are to perform, so that they can recapture the spirit 

of the author and convey it in their performance. Audiences expect performers to aim at 

perfection in the concert hall. Worship is also a performance, a performance in honor of almighty 
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God. As no orchestra can give of its best without a competent conductor and meticulous 

rehearsal, so no congregation is likely to worship our holy God in a worthy manner without 

careful direction by a well-instructed minister. 

Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, The New International Commentary on the Old 

Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979), 127–128. 

  



210  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

 

 

  



 

Public Worship: Offerings (Lev 8:1–10:20)  211 

 

Chapter 5  
Public Worship: Offerings (Lev 8:1–10:20) 

MAKING THE PRIESTS & TENT OF MEETING HOLY (LEV 8:1–36): PART 1 

Overview 

In Leviticus 8–10 we read of public worship of the Lord, beginning at His palace-tent. I’m 

going to begin with an overview of Lev 8–10 as a whole. The theme of these chapters is the start 

of public worship at the tent of meeting and the importance of conducting worship according to 

the Lord’s commands. 

The Flow of Thought 

The flow of thought here is very straightforward: In order to have worship, you need a holy 

place and holy priests. 

• Leviticus 8, therefore, begins with making the tent of meeting holy and the ordination 

of Aaron and his sons as holy priests. 

• Leviticus 9 then describes the inauguration of worship at the tent of meeting. 

• Leviticus 10 will begin with a story of priestly unfaithfulness that happens on the day 

of inauguration and then finishes with a story of priestly faithfulness, in this way 

emphasizing the importance of following the Lord’s commands, especially when it 

comes to worshiping Him. 

Let’s turn now to look at Lev 8 itself. 

Main Idea 

The main idea of Lev 8 is as follows: Exod 29 tells the Israelites how to make the tent of 

meeting holy and how to make Aaron and his sons priests. This chapter now tells the story of 

those things taking place. The fact that the Lord wants this to happen shows His desire to dwell 

among His people and for them to have a holy mediator so that they could know and have 

fellowship with the Lord. There’s also a strong focus in this chapter on the importance of 

obedience to the Lord’s commands. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, it makes sense that Lev 8 occurs here. On this day, 

various sacrifices are going to be needed. So, Leviticus begins in chapters 1–7 with describing 

the sacrifices before coming to the ceremonies on this day requiring those sacrifices. And, of 

course, it’s going to make sense to start in this chapter with the tent of meeting and priests before 

turning to the worship that’s held at the tent of meeting and led by those priests. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of Lev 8 itself, this is a narrative in seven sections, each section 

ending with a phrase like that of verse 9: “even as the Lord commanded Moses.” Repeating this 

throughout emphasizes, of course, the importance of obedience to the Lord’s commands. 
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Repeating it seven times, in particular, indicates thoroughness and completeness on the one 

hand—we talked about the number seven as indicating thoroughness in our comments on chapter 

4—and also by repeating this seven times, the creation story of Gen 1 might be brought to mind. 

That story is also told in seven sections and, like here, also happens over seven days. And that 

parallel may have suggested to Israelites, “Ah! The tent of meeting is now a place where 

Yahweh walks with His people.” In fact, if you look at Lev 26:12, it makes that explicit tie 

between what happens with the Lord dwelling in the tent in the midst of His people and the 

creation story from Gen 1–3. 

General Comments 

All right, let’s turn to look at some of the most important details here. I’ll invite you to have a 

Bible open in front of you. Let me begin with a general comment. In order to understand this day 

well, think of a wedding ceremony and how that works. The purpose of a wedding ceremony is 

to move two people from a current state (being single) to a new state (being married). How is 

that done? Well, often, it involves various ritual actions that are highly symbolic. They wear 

special clothing to set them apart (“That’s the bride. That’s the groom.”) They make public 

promises to one another. They exchange rings as symbols of their love. 

Well, something similar is happening here. The purpose of the ceremony in Lev 8 is to move 

people from their current state (being ritually pure Israelites) to a new state (being ritually holy 

priests). As a result, there are all sorts of ritual actions which are highly symbolic. The priests are 

washed for purification. They’re given new clothing, which sets them apart. They’re anointed 

with oil and/or blood, which, again, has this cleansing function. Their sin and impurity is atoned 

for. There’s a sacrifice of covenant fellowship with the Lord. And they repeat this seven days to 

make sure that it’s thorough and complete. 

Along the way, we’ll see that the tent of meeting is also made holy, which means that by the 

end of the chapter, we have a ritually holy place and a ritually holy people. Israelite worship at 

the tent of meeting can then begin. That’s what we’ll get to in chapter 9. 

Ordination of Aaron and His Sons 

More specific comments now about chapter 8. We’re going to go through each of the seven 

sections one at a time. 

Ordination Announcement (Lev 8:1–4a) 

The first section is in 8:1–4. And this section simply identifies who is going to be ordained 

(Aaron and his sons), what is necessary for it to happen (the priestly clothing and the various 

sacrifices), who should be there (the congregation), and where it will happen (at the tent of 

meeting). To return to the wedding analogy above, if this were a wedding, it would be like 

saying, “Okay, get the bride, get the groom, get the marriage license, and bring the rings. And 

anyone who’s coming to the wedding, have them meet at the church.” The ceremony itself now 

will take place in the next six sections. 

Washing Aaron and His Sons and Robing Aaron (verses 4b–9) 

The second section (verses 4b–9). In this section the ceremony proper begins. People gather, 

and Moses calls Aaron and his sons forward. They’re of the tribe of Levi; the tribe of Levi was 

chosen in particular to do things connected to the tent of meeting. 
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One family in this tribe, Aaron’s family, was chosen to be priests. So, in other words, all 

priests are Levites, but not all Levites are priests. Only the priests could do things connected to 

the altar, and for this reason they had to be holy. Moses begins with washing them, perhaps with 

water from the laver that was in the courtyard. This was a natural symbol of cleansing and, 

therefore, a natural first step in making them holy. 

The focus now switches to Aaron. In verses 7–9, these verses describe his special high 

priestly clothing; this sets him apart in a special way. Think of a general, for example, in an 

army. He wears especially ornate clothing to indicate that he has a very special role. That’s 

what’s happening here with Aaron. His clothing is more special than that of the regular priests, 

and that’s because of the extra special role that he’s going to play as high priest. The priest’s 

clothes are described in more detail in Exod 28:4–42. 

Here I would simply note that Aaron’s clothes in particular had royal overtones. This 

includes the type of clothing he wore: He had a robe, a turban, a holy diadem, a holy crown. This 

was the kind of clothing that rulers wore. And it also involves the color of some of his clothing. 

Some of his clothing is blue, which is this costly color. It’s a royal color in the ancient world. In 

other words, this is the chief royal attendant of the heavenly King. 

Anointing the Tabernacle Complex and Aaron and Robing Aaron’s Sons (verses 10–13) 

The third section is in verses 10–13. Here the focus is on using anointing oil to make the tent 

of meeting and its contents holy, as well as Aaron. It finishes by talking about the clothing of his 

sons. More specifically, the tent of meeting and Aaron here are made holy with a holy anointing 

oil. This is described—this oil is described—in Exod 30:22–33. 

The anointing begins with the interior of the tent of meeting (verse 10), which is called the 

“dwelling” to highlight that the holy Lord will live there, or dwell there, among His people. It’s 

no surprise, then, it had to be made holy, along with it all the contents inside of it—the altar and 

the laver in the court. The entire sanctuary area now would be holy. 

The text then turns to Aaron (verse 12). Pouring oil on his head not only makes him holy; 

anointing him in this way also identified that he was the leader of a group. And you see a similar 

anointing of a leader happening in a place like 1 Sam 10:1 or 2 Kgs 9:3, 6. 

Finally, in verse 13, we read that Aaron’s sons are also clothed, in this way showing that they 

too are set aside as priests. Sacrifices for the priests may now begin, and we’ll turn to that in the 

next segment. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the institution of the 

priesthood itself. 

The Institution of The Priesthood (8:1–10:20) 

In Leviticus 1–7 the Israelite sacrificial procedures for the various kinds of sacrificial 

offerings were prescribed. For these sacrifices to be implemented correctly they needed to be 

properly maintained and managed. This administrative function was performed by the Aaronic 

priesthood, whose essential role was already evident in Leviticus 1–7. In this second major 
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section of the Book of Leviticus the institution of the priesthood is officially established. More 

specifically, in Leviticus 8–10 the ordination of the priests, who are to have as a primary charge 

the maintenance of the tabernacle and offerings, is now described. The immediately preceding 

context, which outlined the sacrificial procedure (Lev 1–7), is critical to this discussion since 

these same sacrifices will play a role in the inauguration ceremony of the priesthood. 

The inauguration and consecration of the priests is the fulfillment of the instructions given in 

Exodus 29.1 The movement from instruction to implementation (cp. Exod 28–29 with Lev 8) 

may also be observed in the instructions and implementation of the tabernacle itself in Exodus 

25–31 and Exodus 35–40.2 The entire sacrificial system prefigures the person and work of Jesus 

Christ, who would not only tabernacle among men (John 1:14) but who would become the Great 

High Priest of the Israelite priesthood (Heb 2:17; 3:1; 4:14, 15; 5:5, 10; 6:20; 7:26; 8:1; 9:11; 

10:21). 

The mediatory role performed by a priest was a well-known occupation in the ancient Near 

East. This awareness among the Israelites is evident in the Bible itself, for the Hebrew word for 

priest, kōhēn, is also used in reference to Egyptian priests (Gen 41:45, 50; 46:20; 47:26), 

Philistine priests (1 Sam 6:2), priests of Dagon (1 Sam 5:5), priests of Baal (2 Kgs 10:19), priests 

of Chemosh (Jer 48:7), and priests of Baal and Ashera (2 Chr 34:5). The concept of an 

intermediary who served a god would thus have been a familiar concept, although the call of 

Israel’s priest to a holy or sanctified life in the ethical sphere would be an unknown concept 

among pagan religions. 

Structurally Leviticus 8–10 divides into sixteen sections based on the occurrence of the 

repeated phrase “Moses did as the LORD commanded him” (8:4, 5, 9, 13, 17, 21, 29, 34, 36; 9:6, 

7, 10, 21; 10:7, 13, 15).3 This repeated refrain suggests that Moses typifies Jesus Christ, who as 

the leader of the people lived an entire life of perfect obedience. The writer to the Hebrews 

explicitly makes this connection (Heb 3:1–6). 

The Israelite priesthood was made up of three groups of officiants: the high priest, ordinary 

priests, and the Levites. All the priests and Levites had to be proven descendants of Levi (m. 

Mid. 5:4; m. Qidd. 4:5). 

Ordinary priests had to trace their lineage to Aaron (Exod 28:1, 41; 29:9; Lev 1:5, 7–8, 11; 

Num 3:10; 18:7) and had to be free from physical defects.4 In addition to their role in the 

sacrificial system, they also summoned the Israelites to war and announced feasts (Num 10:1–10; 

31:6). In the postexilic period the priests were organized into twenty-four groups that shared the 

temple service (1 Chr 24:1–19). The high priest had to trace his descent from Aaron through his 

son Eleazar. The high priest held a unique position with great responsibility (see Lev 16), and his 

importance is illustrated by the fact that his death marked the end of a historical epoch (Num 

35:25, 28, 32). 

The rest of the descendants of Levi, the Levites, also had a priestly function. They assisted 

the priests and carried out various duties at the sanctuary (Num 1:50; 3:28, 32; 8:15; 31:30, 47; 1 

Chr 23:25–32), including at a later time instruction in the Law (Neh 8:7, 9; 2 Chr 17:7–9; 35:3). 

The Levites were not ordained to their position in Leviticus but received their commission in 

Num 8:5–13.5 The holiness of the priesthood was recognized even by the powerful monarchies, 

who were reluctant to harm those of the priestly guild (1 Sam 22:17; 1 Kgs 2:26). The priests 

were called to a high echelon of holiness that demanded obedience in all areas of their lives.6 
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Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 138–141.  
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MAKING THE PRIESTS AND TENT OF MEETING HOLY (LEV 8:1–36): PART 2 

Ordination of Aaron and His Sons (continued) 

Purification Offering for Aaron and His Sons (Lev 8:14–17) 

The fourth section of chapter 8 is found in verses 14–17. Here, the sacrifices begin. Moses 

presents a purification offering for the priests. As discussed at chapter 4, sin was sometimes 

thought of like an impure substance that defiles the Lord’s home. The purification offering blood 

cleanses it away; therefore, it’s put on the altar, which represents the Lord’s home. To cleanse it 

is to cleanse the altar and the entire home along with the priests. Their sin is now cleansed. 

The sin is not identified here. It could be that the purification offering is to cover any 

unintentional sins during the ordination week or is perhaps for priestly sinfulness in general. The 

congregation does not seem at risk here, though, so the blood is not brought inside the tent of 

meeting. Instead, it’s put on the horns of the burnt offering altar in the court. Fat is then burned 

on the altar, and the rest of the meat is burned outside the camp. 

Burnt Offering for Aaron and His Sons (Lev 8:18–21) 

The fifth section is in verses 18–21. Here, Aaron and his sons bring a burnt offering. It’s no 

surprise that this comes after the purification offering. The purification offering focused strictly 

on cleansing sin, and that would be necessary before an offering which focused on sin as well as 

giving thanks or emphasizing prayers of petition or praise. Actually, it shouldn’t surprise us if a 

mix of these things is going on here with presenting the burnt offering. For further details, see 

chapter 1, where we discussed the burnt offering more specifically. 

Ordination Offering for Aaron and His Sons (Lev 8:22–29) 

In the sixth section (verses 22–29), we read of the ordination offering for Aaron and his sons. 

This seems to be a type of fellowship offering, and so you can note many different similarities: 

• Its blood is thrown roundabout on the altar (verse 24; compare 3:2). 

• Its fat is burned on the altar (verses 25, 28; compare 3:3–5). 

• Most of the meat is split between the officiant (Moses, verse 29) and offerers (the 

priests, verse 31; compare Lev 7:15–21, 29–34). 

• Further, you burn any meat not eaten in a certain amount of time (verse 32; compare 

7:15–18). 

• And, like praise fellowship offerings, there is a wide range of breads required here 

(verse 26; compare 7:12). 

• Note as well that the meat is eaten on the same day, just like a praise fellowship 

offering (verse 26; compare verse 32; 7:15). 

This is actually no surprise. The fellowship offering covenant meal functioned as this 

covenant meal to confirm and celebrate promises and obligations in the covenant relationship. 

Significantly, the Lord promised the priesthood to Aaron by means of a covenant (compare Num 

18:19; 25:13). It therefore makes sense for them to have a covenant meal to confirm and 

celebrate it, and it makes sense that this covenant meal—this ordination fellowship offering—

would be most like praise fellowship offerings. What an occasion to give praise to the Lord! 

After the ram is slaughtered, the blood is put on the right earlobe, thumb, and big toe of the 

priests (verses 23–24). That’s like putting it on the extremities (or on the horns) of the altar. Just 
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like when you put the blood there, it made the whole altar holy (8:15). That’s also what’s 

happening here. This also had perhaps covenantal overtones. In Exodus 24 the blood was 

sprinkled on the people as they sign in confirmation of the covenant, and that could be at play 

here as well. 

In verses 25–28 we read that certain portions are presented as a wave offering, and Moses is 

doing that here for the priests. The breast goes to Moses as the officiant. Aaron and his sons do 

not yet get the priestly portions; they’re not yet official priests at this point. So they get the 

portions that are normally given to the offerer—that is to say, the remaining breads and the meat 

beside the right thigh and the breast. 

The Last Act to Make the Priests Holy (Lev 8:30–36) 

In the seventh section (verses 30–36), here, one last act is performed to make the priests holy: 

sprinkling them with anointing oil and sacrificial blood. There are two sets of final instructions 

here. First is how to properly eat and dispose of holy sacrificial food from the ordination offering 

(verses 31–32). As we saw in chapter 7, if an offering is not done properly, the offering did not 

count. This would make their ordination void. 

A second set of instructions here required them to remain at the tent of meeting until the 

ordination was complete (verses 33–35). This didn’t mean they couldn’t leave the tent of 

meeting to use the bathroom, for example. What it meant is that they had to spend all the rest of 

their time at the entrance to the tent of meeting; that is to say, the area in front of the tabernacle. 

This was a holy place. And they had to do this for seven days, which was a full and complete 

time period. In fact, the first-day rites were to be repeated each day for seven days. That’s the 

sense of verse 34: “As has been done on this day”—the first day of ordination— “the Lord has 

commanded to do to make atonement for you.” That’s a fairly literal translation. And it might be 

that the sacrifices, in particular, are in view here. All that is to say that on each of the seven days, 

they were to do these things, which meant, again, this would be a thorough and complete 

atonement and consecration. 

There’s also a very strong emphasis here on obedience to the Lord’s commands, and you see 

that throughout this chapter. Verse 36 will then finish by emphasizing that very theme: Full 

obedience to the Lord’s commands is absolutely required when it comes to the Lord’s priests. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to look at some of the key lessons we take away from this 

chapter. 
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MAKING THE PRIESTS AND TENT OF MEETING HOLY (LEV 8:1–36): PART 3 

Key Lessons: Introduction 

So, what then are the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, 

and how do those lessons apply to us today? At least three major lessons can be identified. 

The People’s Need for Holy Mediators 

The People’s Need 

First, the Lord desires fellowship with His sinful people; and because of that, He sets apart 

priestly mediators to be holy in order that they can minister on the people’s behalf. In the story of 

the Bible, the Lord calls His followers to different roles among His people. One of these is 

spiritual leadership. Sheep need a shepherd in order to do well. Here, the Israelites are seeing that 

Aaron and his sons are to be their shepherds. 

What can also be seen in context is the strong emphasis here on the importance of holiness. 

The place where the Lord dwells is holy; and therefore, those serving in His palace tent are to be 

holy as well. This is a reminder. The Israelites are not naturally holy. They needed holy 

mediators to stand before the holy King on their behalf. 

The Lord’s Provision 

Here’s the key. It’s the Lord Himself who provides these mediators. On the one hand, He’s 

offended by the Israelites’ sin. Yet, on the other hand, He’s providing a means to deal with this 

sin: sacrifice and priests to offer the sacrifice so that the Israelites could be restored to fellowship 

with the Lord. The Lord is the one here who is taking the initiative. The story of the Bible is not 

that we crawl up to God but that He comes down to us. He takes the initiative. We see this most 

clearly, of course, with Jesus, the final and full mediator, God in the flesh who comes down to 

make a way to restore us to God. 

The Priests’ Need for Atonement 

Old Testament: Sinful Priests 

This leads us to the second lesson. The priests of the Israelites were just as much in need of 

atonement as the people of Israel were. This ceremony could not be clearer. Priests need 

cleansing; they are not naturally holy. And even more, they need purification offerings for their 

sin and impurity seven days in a row. These are sinful priests who are mediating for sinful 

people. 

New Testament: 

PURE PRIEST. It’s entirely different with Jesus. In Hebrews 7:26–27 we read, “Such a high 

priest [Jesus] truly meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, 

exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day 

after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins 

once for all when he offered himself.” 

PURE PEOPLE. It’s because Jesus is a perfect priest that He can be the perfect sacrifice as 

well. His sacrifice cleanses so thoroughly that the NT even describes His followers with holy 

priestly language, language that comes from this chapter. In Hebrews 10 we read that “our hearts 
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are sprinkled clean from an evil conscience [verse 22] and our bodies are washed with pure 

water” (verse 22; compare Lev 8:30 and Lev 8:6). In other words, Jesus cleanses us so 

thoroughly that we are compared to the most holy people in Israel: priests. And it’s not because 

of our righteousness; it’s because of the power of Jesus’ sacrifice. 

Necessity of Obedience 

Obedient Fellowship 

A third point here: The people of the Lord, and especially the leaders of the people of the 

Lord, must obey the Lord’s commands. All throughout the chapter, there’s this emphasis on the 

Lord’s people doing just as the Lord commanded (verses 4, 9, 13, 17, 21, 29, 36). This is 

followed, this obedience, by the Lord’s appearance in chapter 9. The point is clear: To have 

fellowship with Him, you need to obey His laws. These laws mark out the paths where He walks. 

You can’t have fellowship with Him if you’re not walking in His paths. Note how Jesus puts it in 

John 15:10: “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my 

Father’s commands and remain in his love.” This is not saying we obey to earn His love; rather, 

it’s by obedience that we stay close to Him and are able to walk with Him in the ways of the 

Father. 

Obedient Models 

OLD TESTAMENT. The importance of obedience is especially emphasized for the leaders 

of the Lord’s people. In the final instructions here, Moses emphasizes three different times that 

Aaron and his sons must obey the Lord’s commands exactly (verses 31, 34, 35). If spiritual 

leaders do not do so, they’ll lead the people astray. Sheep will follow shepherds even into 

dangerous and unsafe places. In this instance, Aaron and his sons obey (verse 36); they’re setting 

the appropriate model for the people and also for future priests. 

NEW TESTAMENT. In the NT the Lord emphasizes, again, the importance of shepherds 

setting a model for the sheep. Paul commands pastor Timothy to “set an example for the 

believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith, and in purity” (1 Tim 4:12). The Lord’s people will 

certainly learn from all the things that their shepherds say, but they will learn most from what 

they see their shepherds do. 
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PUBLIC WORSHIP & THE LORD’S APPEARANCE IN GLORY (LEV 9:1–24): PART 1 

Main Idea 

In Leviticus 9 we have the story of the Israelites preparing for the Lord’s appearance at the 

tent of meeting and how they responded to His appearance. The story emphasizes that the proper 

response to the Lord’s presence is for us to deal properly with our sin and impurity and then to 

worship Him, both with reverence and with joy. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context, two things have to be in place before public worship can 

begin. You have to have a holy place (the tent of meeting) and a holy people to present sacrifices 

(the priests). Both these needs have been addressed in Lev 8. Now, before the Lord comes to 

dwell in the midst of His people, there’s one further need: They themselves have to atone for 

their sin and impurity. That’s the need that’s addressed here so that, at the end of the chapter, the 

Lord comes down to dwell among them. This will now be the official place of community 

worship. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, there are three major sections: 

• Preparing for the ceremony (verses 1–5) 

• The ceremony itself (verses 6–22) 

• The Lord appearing to the people (verses 23–24) 

Each section mentions the appearance of the Lord: You make offerings so He’ll appear 

(verse 4), the same again (verse 6), and then He actually appears (verses 23–24). In this way, it 

emphasizes the goal of the ceremony for the Lord to come and dwell among His people. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have a Bible open 

in front of you. I’ll look at each of the three sections one at a time. 

Identifying the Necessary Offerings (Lev 9:1–5) 

The first section is verses 1–5. Here Moses identifies all the items necessary for the offerings 

on that day so the Lord can appear. It takes place on the eighth day; that is to say, after the seven-

day ordination ceremony is complete. The main participants will be the priests, to offer 

sacrifices; and elders, who will be representatives of the Israelites (verse 1). 

The offerings will be for both priests (verse 2) and the people (verses 3–4). The priestly 

offerings include a young bull, and it’s the only time this is specified for priests. It’s interesting 

to note that this appears to be an especially valuable animal, so one scholar states they were a 

culinary delicacy, citing Gen 18:6–8 or the fatted calf prepared for King Saul (1 Sam 28). It was 

an appropriate animal to present on a day when the King of kings was appearing. 

For the priests, the purification offering would be to cleanse away sin and the burnt offering 

as a more general expression of atonement and/or worship and praise. When the holy King is 

appearing, again it’s clear sin must be dealt with. For the people, there’s a wide range of animals 
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(verses 3–4), and that’s, again, no surprise. When a king is coming, it’s normally a banquet that 

is prepared. How much more when it’s the King of kings who’s going to appear. 

The offerings also begin with those that atone (purification offering and burnt offering) 

before switching to those which celebrate covenant fellowship (the fellowship offering). And 

again, the order there is very logical. You need to deal with sin before celebrating and 

reaffirming covenant relationship with the Lord. 

This section finishes by drawing attention to the Israelites’ obedience: “They took the things 

Moses commanded to the front of the tent of meeting, and the entire assembly came near and 

stood before the LORD.” In obedience to His commands, they are standing here before the 

covenant King to offer sacrifice and to await His response of favor. 

Presenting the Offerings (Lev 9:6–22) 

The second section is in verses 6–22. Aaron presents offerings here for himself and for the 

people. We can note again that the rationale is given: “so that the glory of the LORD may 

appear” (verse 6). 

In verses 8–14, Aaron starts with offerings for the priestly family. The purification offering 

mostly follows the instructions of chapter 4, except the blood is put on the burnt offering altar 

instead of the incense altar. And the reason for this difference isn’t stated. It may be simply due 

to the different contexts. Chapter 4 was for unintentional sin of the high priest that endangers the 

community and was offered on its own; here, this is for the entire priestly family, no specific sin 

is mentioned, and it’s not offered on its own. And so, because of these differences, in context, 

it’s no surprise to have differences in terms of procedure. 

Aaron then offers the burnt offering, and you can see Lev 1 here. Both these offerings would 

be for atonement (verse 7). Purification offering may be focusing more on cleansing and burnt 

offering perhaps focusing more on ransoming; in any case, sin and impurity that the priests have 

committed or that belongs to them has been fully atoned. 

In verses 15–22 we then get the offerings for the people, and of course these will be made in 

keeping with the earlier laws found in Lev 1–5. The order is again expected. Atoning sacrifices 

(purification offering, burnt offering) come before sacrifice, the sacrifice that affirms and 

celebrates covenant relationship (the fellowship offering). Verse 17 has a clarification: “He also 

brought the grain offering, took a handful of it and burned it on the altar in addition to the 

morning’s burnt offering.” In other words, this offering is in addition to the continual burnt 

offering and grain offering that were offered every morning and every evening. 

In verse 22, with the sacrifices done, Aaron blesses the people, and he does so by lifting his 

hands over them. This was a posture of prayer. Blessings are prayers for the people. So, we see 

this in a place like 2 Chr 30:27: “Then the priests and the Levites arose and blessed the people, 

and their voice was heard, and their prayer came to his holy habitation in heaven.” Blessing and 

praying for the people in this way was a special job of the priests. You see this in Deut 21:5. 

These were to be powerful prayers on behalf of the people by their spiritual leaders. In this case, 

the people are greatly comforted. You can imagine the scene: There’s the altar, and there’s a 

ramp leading up to the altar—after all, it was four and half feet high (about 1.4 meters high), so 

you needed a ramp in order to work at the top of it—and they could see Aaron there standing on 

top, now raising his hands and praying that the Lord bless the people. 
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We’re not told the content of the blessing. In other blessings, people pray that the Lord shows 

the person that they’re blessing favor in general (Num 6:24–26) or, more specifically, to make 

them fruitful (Gen 12:2), to give them land (Gen 26:3), or to give them success in war (Gen 

24:60). We don’t know which one of these things Aaron prayed for here, but what is clear is this: 

It’s the Lord, not the priest, who is the source of the blessing. This becomes really clear in a 

place like Num 6:24–26: “The LORD bless you, and keep you; the LORD make His face shine 

on you and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up His countenance on you, and give you peace.” 

The Lord Appearing (Lev 9:23–24) 

The third section is in verses 23–24. The sin of the priests and the people has been atoned. 

The way is now clear for the holy King to come. He does so, and the people can’t help but fall on 

their faces in worship. More specifically here (verse 23), Moses and Aaron go into the tent, 

perhaps to pray that the Lord would accept the people’s offerings. Whatever the reason, the 

people could see now that Aaron is accepted to go and stand before the Lord on their behalf. 

When they come out the tent of meeting, they bless the people, and the glory of the Lord 

appears. What this means is that He makes His presence known with spectacular power. 

If other appearances of the glory of the Lord are any guide, then the Israelites would see a 

cloud cover the tent of meeting, and this cloud would light up with flashes of lightning and 

divine fire. Indeed, we read here that fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed 

the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And the picture here is of fire, either blowing 

out of the tent of meeting and consuming the offering, or perhaps lightning coming down from 

the cloud over the tent of meeting and consuming the offerings. This is called the glory of the 

Lord because when you see such power you can’t help but give Him glory. 

In verse 24, this is exactly how the Israelites respond. You can translate it, “All the people 

saw this happen, shouted out with joy, and fell on their faces.” Both these responses are 

appropriate—joy because, when the holy King comes to dwell among you, it leads to a deep joy. 

Zechariah 2:14 [English 2:10]: “‘Shout for joy and be glad, O daughter of Zion, for I am coming, 

and I will live among you,’ declares the LORD.” Falling on their faces is also an appropriate 

response. It’s a way of showing that the person before you is worthy of honor and respect. When 

the Lord shows His glory to Moses in Exod 34, what happens? In verse 8, “Moses quickly 

bowed low toward the earth and worshiped.” When the Israelites saw the Lord send fire down on 

Mount Carmel in 1 Kgs 18, how did they respond? The people “fell on their faces and said, ‘The 

LORD, he is God; the LORD, he is God’” (verse 39). Those who see His glory cannot help but 

acknowledge how great He is. 

The situation here is perhaps similar, then, to 2 Chr 7:1, 3: “When Solomon finished praying, 

fire came down from heaven and consumed the burnt offering and the sacrifices, and the glory of 

the LORD filled the temple.… When all the Israelites saw the fire coming down and the glory of 

the LORD above the temple, they knelt on the pavement with their faces to the ground, and they 

worshiped and gave thanks to the LORD, saying, ‘He is good; his love endures forever.’” 

In the next section we’ll go on to consider some of the practical points that we can take away 

from this chapter. 
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PUBLIC WORSHIP & THE LORD’S APPEARANCE IN GLORY (LEV 9:1–24): PART 2 

Introduction 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? This chapter communicates at least three key lessons for the 

Israelites. 

Responding to the Holiness of the Lord 

First, the proper response to the holiness of the Lord is to deal properly with both sin and 

impurity. We see this here in the focus of the sacrifices; they’re for making atonement (verse 7). 

This is necessary, of course, because the Lord is holy. Sin is, on the one hand, an offense to His 

character. It’s the opposite of what He loves; it repulses Him. 

But, connected to this, sin also undermines His purposes for this world; namely, for it to be a 

place of peace and goodness and justice and mercy and love. Sin is opposed to these things; and 

therefore, God is opposed to sin. It harms His good creation, His creation which He loves. For 

the Israelites to deal properly with their sin was to acknowledge His holy hatred of it and to 

reaffirm that He had called them to the opposite of sin—to reflect His love and justice and 

goodness into the world, filling it with the beauty and glory of this holy King. 

Responding to the Glorious Power of the Lord 

The second lesson here is that the way to properly respond to the glorious power of the Lord 

is to worship Him and give Him the reverence that He is due. The Lord is not only holy in terms 

of moral purity but also in terms of sovereign power. When He sends forth fire in this chapter, 

it’s a demonstration that He is the sovereign King of the universe—the sovereign and powerful 

King of the universe—and the proper response to a king is to bow before him in reverence. 

That’s exactly what the Israelites do on this day, and the key is that this was to be the lifelong 

attitude of their hearts. They could do this with gladness because His power is combined with 

His purity. This is not a tyrant King; this is a holy and loving King. 

And in the NT we can see Jesus is that same type of King. The fact that He’s a King is made 

clear in several places. “God has exalted him [Jesus] to the highest place and given him the name 

that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 

the Father” (Phil 2:9–11). And why is He exalted like this? Because this King has, in love, given 

His own life for sinful humanity (Phil 2:5–8). In other words, this King has died for His subjects 

who are sinful, and the proper response to give to that kind of King is to fall before Him in 

awestruck wonder at such power and at such love. 

Responding to the Glorious Presence of the Lord 

This leads us to the last point. The proper response to the glorious presence of the Lord is to 

worship Him—and not simply to worship Him but to worship Him with joy. Note here how the 

people fall down in worship but also cry out with joy. The King is going to live among them! 

They knew that this meant the King would watch over them and protect them and care for them. 

They should have also recognized, of course, that this King called them to be a kingdom of 

priests and a holy nation (Exod 19:6). In other words, this is missional. They are called to reflect 
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the character of the King into the world. To worship this King joyfully should lead to serving 

Him joyfully and spreading His kingdom in the world. 

And it’s the same for followers of Jesus today. We too are called to be “a royal priesthood, a 

holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you 

out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Pet 2:9). To know and to worship Him is to be 

propelled into serving Him, such a good and great King, and to spreading His kingdom in the 

world. The privilege of the followers of Jesus is to reintroduce the world to this great and 

glorious King. 
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PRIESTLY UNFAITHFULNESS & PRIESTLY FAITHFULNESS (LEV 10:1–20): PART 1 

Main Idea 

In Leviticus 10 the emphasis is on the importance of priestly faithfulness, and it emphasizes 

this by telling a story of priestly disobedience and unfaithfulness at the beginning of the chapter 

(Nadab and Abihu) and contrasting this with the story of priestly obedience and faithfulness at 

the end of the chapter (Aaron and his remaining sons). 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context here, the previous two chapters (Lev 8 and 9) have been 

entirely positive. The tent of meeting has been made holy, priests have been ordained, Israelites’ 

first offerings are accepted, the Lord descends, and the people cry out in joy and fall down in 

worship. The emphasis throughout these chapters has been on the people doing everything as the 

Lord commanded Moses. That’s, in fact, repeated ten times over these two chapters (8:4, 9, 13, 

17, 21, 29, 36; 9:5, 10, 21). That sets us up for a real shock when we read in 10:1 that two priests 

offer fire which the Lord had not commanded. It grabs our attention, and once we see the tragic 

consequences, this only emphasizes the importance of doing everything according to the Lord’s 

commands. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, there are two main stories: Verses 1–11 tell the story 

of priestly unfaithfulness and its consequences; verses 12–20 tell the story of priestly faithfulness 

and obedience. In this way, the negative example at the beginning of the chapter is replaced by 

the positive example at the end. And it assures the Israelites, “You still do have faithful priests 

over you.” 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have a Bible open 

in front of you. We’ll look at each of the two stories in turn. 

Priestly Faithlessness and a Set of Instructions 

The first story is in verses 1–11. It consists of two scenes: a tragic event of priestly 

faithlessness and then a series of instructions. 

Tragic Event 

The first scene is this tragic event (verses 1–5). In chapter 9 priests and people do everything 

as the Lord commanded. At the end of the chapter we read, “Fire came out from the presence of 

the LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar.” Chapter 10 begins 

with priests making an offering the Lord had not commanded. We then read, “Fire came out 

from the presence of the LORD and consumed them”; that is to say, the priests. In two verses 

we’ve gone from triumph to tragedy. Indeed, 10:19 lets us know that this happened on the same 

day as chapter 9. It was a day of great glory and of strong judgment. 

What was the problem here? Nadab and Abihu were the two oldest sons of Aaron. They had 

just been ordained in chapter 8 as priests. They had a special role of priestly authority. Here, they 

bring an incense offering that the Lord did not command (verse 1). It is therefore called 
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“unauthorized fire.” Indeed, chapter 16 refers back to this event and then gives Aaron this 

warning: “Tell your brother Aaron that he’s not to come whenever he chooses into the Most 

Holy Place behind the curtain in front of the atonement cover on the ark, or else he will die.” In 

other words, this implies that the mistake of Nadab and Abihu was twofold: One, they tried to 

barge into the Most Holy Place, the King’s throne room, at a time of their own choosing, and to 

do so with an offering of their own choosing. To barge into the throne room of an earthly king 

was a sign of great disrespect in parts of the ancient Near East and could be punished with death, 

though, from a much later time, you can compare Esth 4:11. How much more if you try to barge 

into the throne room of the King in heaven? Death is the natural result. 

In verse 3 the Lord issues an explanation and a warning. The explanation consists of two 

parallel lines. Actually, this is both the explanation and the warning: “Among those who draw 

near to me I will show myself to be holy; and in the presence of all the people I will display my 

glory.” “Those who draw near to me” equals the priests. Here, the Lord will show Himself “to be 

holy.” That’s the language that is used elsewhere to describe a miraculous display of the Lord’s 

power, often in judgment, to prove that He is utterly distinct, utterly holy in terms of His power, 

and therefore to be revered as a King. You can see Ezek 28:22 for another example of this. He 

emphasizes this—the Lord does—in the second line: “in the presence of all the people I will 

display my glory.” So, not just among the priests but before all the people, He will show His 

great power and glory. When you put this altogether, it’s the Lord’s way of saying, “Priests, if 

you don’t treat me as holy in your actions, I will use even your death as a way to show before all 

the people that I am a great King who is to be revered.” 

In verse 3 we get to Aaron’s response: It says that he was “silent” or “still.” This is a word 

used in Lam 3:28 to describe somebody who accepts a difficult decision by the Lord. The person 

does not complain because the decision is just. We can imagine here that Aaron would have been 

very sad, but he knows his sons had shown complete disregard for the Lord’s holiness and that 

the judgment of the Lord was just. 

In verses 4 and 5, the scene closes with the bodies of the priests being removed from the 

tabernacle complex and taken outside of the camp. You can imagine the Israelites watching as 

they see the bodies of the priests carried by and the strong warning that this would be to them. 

Series of Instructions 

Verses 6–11 then comes to the second scene of this initial story. It’s a series of instructions. 

Now first, there are some immediate prohibitions and provisions (verses 6, 7). The prohibitions 

are that Aaron and his sons—because they’re still in the final day of ordination; day eight 

somehow counted as the final day of ordination—they therefore had to avoid ritual impurity. 

That meant that they couldn’t do various mourning rites, like tearing their clothes, because these 

rites were associated with ritual impurity. This verse isn’t saying they could not be sad; it would 

be like saying, “You can’t wear black and go to the funeral.” It’s not saying, “You can’t be sad.” 

The priests also could not leave the sanctuary area; they had to stay in the holy place. If they 

disobeyed, they’d again be showing severe disrespect to that which the Lord had set apart as 

holy, namely themselves. That kind of disrespect is exactly what Nadab and Abihu had done 

with the Lord, and so the result here would be the same: death for the priests. There’s even 

danger here that’s mentioned for the congregation. Perhaps because the Lord would withdraw 

His protective presence—meaning that the Israelites would be open to defeat and would 

experience it, at least when the Lord withdraws His presence—they experience it as though He is 

angry with them. 
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Verse 6 also has provision: “But your relatives, all the Israelites, may mourn for those the 

LORD has destroyed by fire.” In other words, the Israelites could do the standard mourning rites 

for Nadab and Abihu. Though Nadab and Abihu died in judgment, the Lord here is so merciful 

to Aaron and his family, allowing for others to come and to give Nadab and Abihu a proper 

burial. Indeed, in this verse He calls the Israelites “relatives,” as though to underscore this still 

will be a family burial. 

In verse 7 we see that these priests obey: “So they did as Moses said.” So, the contrast here is 

already beginning; these are going to be faithful priests. 

This leads then to a more permanent prohibition that the Lord gives. We’ll pick up with that 

in the next segment. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the holiness and glory 

of the LORD in the deaths of Nadab and Abihu. 

To explain why Nadab and Abihu have been killed, Moses turned to Aaron and proclaimed 

to him a message from the LORD consisting of two parallel lines: 

Among those who approach me, I will show myself holy; 

in the sight of all the people,  I will display my glory. 

The first half of each line explains where the Lord will show himself holy and display his 

glory. Those who approach him are the priests, who approached the Lord’s presence to perform 

various worship rites on Israel’s behalf (9:7; Ezek. 40:46), while all the people refers to the 

Israelites. The Lord does not display his holiness and glory secretly, before a chosen few, but 

publicly, for all to see. 

But what does it mean for him to ‘show himself holy’ and ‘display his glory’? The words are 

used elsewhere in the context of a miracle that displays his power so clearly that it sets him apart 

as distinct from any other being (holy) and causes those who behold it to acknowledge him as the 

God worthy of all glory (cf. Exod. 14:17–18). As in Leviticus 10, such displays occur elsewhere 

as miracles of judgment: ‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: “I am against you, O Sidon, 

and I will display my glory within you. They will know that I am the LORD, when I inflict 

punishment on her and show myself holy among her’ (Ezek. 28:22, my trans.; cf. Exod. 14:4, 

17–18; Ezek. 39:11–13). The Lord is therefore issuing a very strong warning to the entire 

priestly family: if you do not set me apart by your actions as the God worthy of reverence, I will 

use your death as an opportunity to remind all the people that I am indeed the God who is to be 

revered above all (cf. 16:2). 

In response, Aaron was silent: that is, he accepted what the Lord had done (cf. Lam. 3:28). 

Although undoubtedly deeply grieved, Aaron recognized that there was no objection to make 

when the Lord brought justice to bear on those who failed to revere him properly. 

Jay Sklar, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, ed. David G. Firth, vol. 3, Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2013), 157–158.  
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PRIESTLY UNFAITHFULNESS & PRIESTLY FAITHFULNESS (LEV 10:1–20): PART 2 

No Alcohol on Priestly Duty 

In Leviticus 10:9 we then get a more permanent prohibition with three reasons. 

The prohibition: The Lord here is speaking to Aaron alone. Normally, the Lord speaks to 

Moses, or to Moses and Aaron. This is only one of three occasions He speaks to Aaron by 

Himself (compare also Exod 4:27; Num 18:8, 20). It suggests that these words are especially for 

the priests and are very important. The command is no wine or strong drink when going into the 

tent of meeting—that is to say, when you are going on duty. 

Either of these, wine or strong drink, could make people drunk. Isaiah 28:7 says this: “These 

also reel with wine and stagger with strong drink; the priest and the prophet reel with strong 

drink, they stagger with strong drink, they reel in vision, they stumble in giving judgment.” Why 

is this prohibition here? Well, the natural implication is that Nadab and Abihu had committed 

their mistake under the influence of alcohol. Three reasons are given for this prohibition. 

Avoiding Death 

First, in order to avoid death. Priests on duty were interacting with the Lord’s holy things. 

They had a greater risk of defiling them if their decision-making was impaired in any way. 

There’s a reason, for example, why nuclear operators today can’t use alcohol or drugs before 

going on duty. To defile these holy things, of course, would be a great sign of disrespect and 

would result in the Lord’s judgment. 

Making Proper Distinctions 

Second, a priest’s job was to make sure proper ritual distinctions were made between holy 

and the non-holy (the common); between the pure and the impure. If they failed to do so, the 

Lord’s holy things would again become the defiled, and His presence would leave the people. 

Teaching the Lord’s Statutes 

Third, a priest’s job was to teach the Lord’s statutes. The Israelites had priests as their 

teachers and even judges in things related to the law of the Lord. If the priests were drunk, they 

would not teach well and could even err in judgment, leading to miscarriages of justice. In short, 

priests had to be entirely clearheaded when performing such important responsibilities. 

Priestly Instructions and Priestly Faithfulness 

We now come to the second story of Lev 10. It’s found in verses 12–20, and it, too, consists 

of two scenes. Instead of a tragic event of priestly unfaithfulness and series of instructions, here 

we have a series of instructions and a positive event of priestly faithfulness. That brings balance 

and symmetry to the entire chapter and replaces the negative example at the beginning of the 

chapter with a positive one at the end. 

The Instructions 

The instructions come first (verses 12–15). Many offerings are made in chapter 9. Here 

Moses tells the priests to eat the holy offerings in the proper way. In this way he’s emphasizing 

the importance of respecting the Lord’s holy things; of making proper holy, pure, impure 

distinctions. Most of these instructions here are already given in chapter 7. They perhaps occur 
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again here for emphasis on the importance of not repeating the mistake of Nadab and Abihu; 

namely, disrespecting the Lord’s holy things. 

Positive Priestly Faithfulness 

The second part of this chapter has a positive story of priestly faithfulness (verses 16–20). 

Verse 16 introduces a problem. According to Leviticus 6:26, priests were to eat various portions 

of purification offerings when that offering was made for the people. But here, these portions had 

been burned up. Moses gets angry; it looks like this is another act of priestly disobedience and 

unfaithfulness. And if the offering isn’t made properly, it’s not accepted, and Israel’s sin won’t 

be atoned for. 

Aaron responds in verse 19. There’s a significant debate on Aaron’s response, but the flow of 

thought seems to be as follows: “Look,” says Aaron, “they presented the purification offering for 

themselves to atone for their sin. Then these things happened to me! That is to say, that Nadab 

and Abihu committed a great sin. At that time there was still meat left from the purification 

offering of the people; and normally, we would eat it. But since Nadab and Abihu, my sons, their 

brothers, did this wrong, we felt as though we shared in the wrong in some way.” We’re not told 

why. Perhaps it’s because of corporate solidarity, or maybe they felt that they didn’t guard the 

tabernacle properly. In any case, Aaron goes on to say, in effect, “When we felt the need of 

atonement, would the Lord have been pleased for us to eat the purification offering meat as well? 

We’re not supposed to eat it when it’s for our own sin” (compare Lev 4:11–12). 

Moses responds in verse 20. He hears Aaron’s explanation and realizes that the priests were 

trying to follow correct procedure. In fact, he agrees with Aaron, the implication of which is that 

the Lord agrees as well. In short, Aaron here is faithful to do the very thing priests were set aside 

to do; namely, to teach the Israelites the different statutes which the Lord had spoken and given 

to them through Moses. It’s ironic here, in fact, that he’s actually the one teaching Moses 

himself. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate through His people, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? Moderns might read this story and see it as the response of a 

quick-tempered and judgmental deity, the kind of perspective that’s often had of God in the OT. 

But this actually neglects everything the Lord has done up to this point. He pursues and rescues 

Israel, He enters into covenant relationship with them, and He provides them priests and a 

sacrificial system so they can deal properly with sin and impurity and remain in relationship with 

Him. This is a story of a loving King who loves His people, who comes to dwell among them 

and longs for them to know Him and be in relationship with Him. 

Because of these things, He is a King to honor and revere, especially for those who are 

leading the people spiritually. Instead, Nadab and Abihu do the opposite; they try to barge into to 

His throne room uninvited, which was an unbelievable sign of disrespect that totally disregarded 

the greatness of the King. The Lord responds in such a way as to emphasize two different lessons 

for the priests and people. 

Requirement of the Priests 

First, those who are priests were especially required to show the people of Israel that the 

Lord is a great and glorious King to be honored. In the story of the Bible, we are made to be in 

relationship with the King of the universe (Gen 1 and 2). This is where we flourish; we’re made 
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for this. And it requires us to respond to Him as our King; if not, there is no flourishing. It leads 

to brokenness in our lives and in the world. How does the Lord fight against this? Well, one way 

is that He gives displays of His power, especially in His judgment against evil, to remind us of 

His greatness, to remind us that He is the King. 

The goal here isn’t judgment for judgment’s sake. The goal is to call humanity back to 

bowing before Him as King for His glory and their blessing. Here, the priests themselves have 

refused to bow the knee; in fact, they’ve shown great disregard to the Lord. And if the people 

follow their example, the results would be tragic for the nation and for the world. Israel was to be 

the bearers of good news to the world. This is why the judgment is so severe; so much was at 

stake. It’s severe here for Nadab and Abihu, but it’s actually a mercy for Israel, protecting them 

from shepherds who would lead them astray, and in this way a mercy for the world as well. 

Importance of the Priestly Responsibilities 

This leads us to the next point. Priests who are leading the people spiritually are the ones who 

must take their job seriously because their responsibilities are so important. We see this 

especially in verses 8–10: The priests aren’t forbidden from drinking at any time. The Bible 

prohibits drunkenness, but it can speak positively of wine, which “gladdens the heart of man” 

(Psa 104:15). Here, however, priests are not to have any before going on duty, and the reason is 

clear: Their responsibilities are so important they must have absolutely clear thinking. We can 

understand this today. The captain of a ship or surgeons or workers at nuclear plants are not 

allowed to partake of alcohol or drugs before going on duty. Why not? Because if they make a 

mistake, others will suffer greatly. It’s the same thing here for the spiritual leaders of the Lord’s 

people. It’s no wonder that James warns, “Not many of you should become teachers … for you 

know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness” (Jas 3:1). It’s an incredible 

privilege and responsibility to lead the Lord’s people in the Lord’s truth. 

For Christians it is impossible to read this chapter without thinking of Jesus, the perfect High 

Priest who has not only taught the Lord’s word faithfully but has also modeled perfect obedience 

in His priestly duties (compare Heb 7:26–28). In this way, Jesus becomes a model for the 

spiritual leaders of His people today, not only to teach them faithfully but to model for them 

what faithfulness looks like. And so Paul says to Timothy, “Watch your life and doctrine 

closely” (1 Tim 4:16). Of course, the spiritual leaders of the Lord’s people don’t do this alone; 

they do it crying out for help to Jesus, the great and faithful High Priest, the one who can 

strengthen them to walk in His ways. 

 

Supplemental Reading 

The remainder of this section consists of suggested reading concerning the conclusion and 

application for today of priestly faithfulness in worship. 

Conclusion and Application for Today 

The primary function of the Israelite priesthood was to maintain and if need be to reestablish 

the holiness of the elect people of God (Exod 28:38; Lev 10:7; Num 18:1). Because they were 

called to a higher standard than the nonpriestly Israelites, the priests symbolized the purity and 

holiness of God. As a Jew who was obedient to the law, Jesus paid respect to the priests of his 

day (Matt 8:4; 12:4–5; Mark 1:44; Luke 5:14; 17:14), though as the antitype to the entire 
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institution he was often opposed by the priests. Even so the institution of the Israelite priesthood 

pointed to the work of Christ on behalf of man. The priesthood had become so central to the life 

and worship of the people of Israel that it was essential to their own self-understanding. The 

concept of the priesthood ministering to the nation was the theological matrix for the 

understanding of Christ’s sacrificial death. 

The Old Testament priests were imperfect since being mortals (Heb 7:24) they had to offer 

sacrifice for themselves as well as for the Israelite people (Heb 5:3; 7:27). Jesus on the other 

hand is able to save to the uttermost since he always lives to make intercession (Heb 7:25). “He 

has entered the heavenly not only to cleanse it with his own blood (Heb 9:12), but also ‘to appear 

in the presence of God on our behalf’ (Heb 9:24).” The sacrificial system as well as the 

priesthood itself were mere shadows of the coming reality (Heb 10:1): 

The Levitical priesthood along with sacrificial system which it maintains, finds its 

culmination and fulfillment in Christ. He is the great High Priest, one with the Father through 

his eternal sonship (Heb 1), yet by his incarnation identified with men (Heb 2:14–18; 4:15; 

5:1–2, 8–10). Hence, he is the perfect Mediator of the New Covenant (Heb 7:23–28; 8:6–13; 

9:15), who has once for all made atonement for sin (Heb 9:11–28; 10:11–18) and opened for 

man a new and living way into the presence of God (Heb 10:19–25). 

Although he was a descendant of Judah rather than a member of the tribe of Levi, Jesus 

Christ is the Great High Priest. His exaltation to be the Great High Priest is patterned after the 

example of Melchizedek (Ps 110:4; Heb 7), to whom Abraham paid tribute (Gen 14:20) and who 

thus preceded in time the sons of Jacob. Melchizedek also serves as a type of Christ in that he 

was a royal figure in addition to being a priest. He was “king of Salem, priest of the Most High 

God” (Gen 14:18; Heb 7:1). The New Testament shows how this combination is uniquely true of 

Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The focus of the Gospels is that Jesus, a descendent of David from 

the tribe of Judah, is king, whereas the book of Hebrews proves that Jesus is the faithful High 

Priest.109 

Although it is true that all Christians are believer-priests (1 Pet 2:5, 9), it should also be 

remembered that the Israelites, who were a kingdom of priests, still recognized the special role of 

the priesthood in leading the people in the worship of God. In the same way God calls 

individuals to lead the church of God today who have specific roles and functions. All believers 

are called to a life of holiness, yet spiritual leaders are to exhibit a higher degree of separation or 

consecration unto God. Furthermore, the fact that the priests were “sons” of Aaron corresponds 

to the New Testament teaching regarding leadership in the church. Those who have the 

responsibility of spiritual leadership among the people of God as pastor or elder are to be from 

among the male members of the congregation (1 Tim 3:2). Like the male priest it is the spiritual 

leader who is to have the responsibility to teach and have authority in the congregation (1 Tim 

2:12). Normally this individual is officially recognized in Christian tradition by ordination. 

Like the priest the pastor/elder is under greater restrictions. Just as the priest in the Old 

Testament could not imbibe in alcohol and was adorned with the holy garments that 

distinguished him from the people, so the pastor/elder is called to a consecrated life unto God (1 

Tim 3:3; Titus 1:7). All God’s people are to be holy (Lev 19:2; Eph 1:4; 1 Pet 1:16), yet holiness 

is to be demonstrated to an even greater degree by the recognized spiritual leaders: priests in the 

Old Testament and pastors in the church. They are to demonstrate an intensified holiness. 

Although all Christians are believer-priests, we are still called to submit to spiritual leaders and 

give the God-appointed leaders double honor (1 Tim 5:17). 
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Although there is no exact New Testament parallel to the Nadab and Abihu incident of 

Leviticus 10, it is noteworthy to point out the similarity of the severity of God’s judgment in the 

account of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1–11. Nadab and Abihu were slain after a great 

demonstration of the glory of the Lord, whereas Ananias and Sapphira were put to death by the 

Lord on the heels of the outbreak of the presence of God in establishing his church. Both of these 

events are potent reminders of God’s holiness. Furthermore, because this judgment is upon the 

priests, it is another reminder that not many of the household of faith should endeavor to become 

teachers since these will be exposed to a more severe judgment when they violate God’s standard 

(Jas 3:1). Demarest provides another noteworthy application: 

We are obviously not expected to return to the particulars of the priestly worship of the 

tabernacle or the temple. The ancient liturgy need not be restored. But must we not struggle 

with questions regarding the form and intent of our services of worship? Does anything that 

makes people feel “good” qualify as desirable for worship? It is possible that some or much 

of what we call “contemporary” worship is really designed to produce effects within people 

rather than to worship God. Are some of our worship experiences more akin to the priestly 

tradition or to the arrogant spirits of Nadab and Abihu? 

The impurity of corpse contamination as well as the instruction regarding the role of the 

priests in distinguishing between the holy/profane and the clean/unclean prepares for the purity 

laws given in Leviticus 11–15. 

Mark F. Rooker, Leviticus, vol. 3A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 2000), 163–166. 



 

Ritual Impurity (Lev 11:1–15:33)  233 

 

Chapter 6  
Ritual Impurity (Lev 11:1–15:33) 

PURE AND IMPURE CREATURES (LEV 11:1–47): PART 1 

General Overview 

We come now to Lev 11–15. I’ll begin with an overview and then turn to Lev 11 itself. 

Leviticus 11–15 contain laws on how to deal properly with ritual impurity. There are three 

general points I’d like to make. 

Literary Content 

First, in terms of the literary content, these chapters belong here naturally, and for at least 

two reasons: On one hand, the holy Lord has just come to dwell in the midst of the Israelites 

(Lev 9). It was therefore incredibly important that the Israelites learned how not to defile His 

holy dwelling. At the same time, the priests have just been ordained, and one of their duties was 

to teach distinctions between ritual purity and impurity (Lev 10). These laws are a part of that 

teaching. 

Structure 

Second general point: In terms of structure, these chapters start with laws on ritual purity and 

impurity in terms of diet (Lev 11) and then turn to ritual purity and impurity in terms of the 

Israelites’ bodies (Lev 12–15). What that means, then, is, as a whole, you have your very 

comprehensive set of laws for ritual purity and impurity in all aspects of life. 

Why Does the Lord Give These Laws? 

Third general point: Why does the Lord give these laws? Well, on the one hand, to keep the 

Israelites—to prevent them from defiling the tent of meeting. But more than that, the ideal of 

ritual purity and impurity, which is foreign to many people today, was common in the ancient 

Near East and probably already a part of Israel’s culture. The Lord decides to use this concept as 

a teaching tool. He has called them to be people of moral purity, dealing properly with moral 

impurity, because He is a holy God. 

So how can He teach this? Well, by weaving laws about ritual purity and impurity into their 

everyday lives, laws that would serve as a reminder that, “just as you deal properly with ritual 

impurity and seek ritual purity, so too deal properly with moral impurity and seek moral purity. 

You are to be my holy people.” 

And for further details here on ritual purity and impurity, you can see the earlier segments 

which focused on that. 

Main Idea 

I’ll turn now to Lev 11; more particularly, the main idea here: This chapter focuses on which 

animals were pure and therefore edible and which were impure and therefore inedible, as well as 

how to deal with impurity that came from animal carcasses. Because the focus here is on diet, 

which was a regular part of everyday life, these laws would have served as constant reminders 
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not only of ritual purity and impurity but also of the need of moral purity and dealing properly 

with moral impurity. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, as noted, this is the first of five chapters which are focused on 

dealing properly with ritual purity and impurity. 

Structure and Flow 

The structure of the chapter consists of four major sections: 

1. Which creatures you can and cannot eat (verses 1–23) 

2. If an animal carcass touches you or your property, how do you cleanse yourself 

ritually? (verses 24–40) 

3. Smaller land creatures that swarm and are not edible (verses 41–45) 

4. A summary (verses 46–47) 

The chapter, therefore, gives the Israelites all the information they need to deal properly with 

ritual purity/impurity as they interact with the animal world. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. Again, I’ll invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. I’ll begin with three general comments by way of introduction. 

Different Taxonomies 

First, every culture has different taxonomies; that is to say, ways of grouping the animal 

world. Some of these taxonomies or ways of grouping the animal world focus on habitat. For 

example, we might speak of sea creatures or land creatures. Other ways of grouping animals 

focus on diet, so we might talk about carnivores (meat eaters) or herbivores. And sometimes a 

culture will use more than one at a time. In this chapter, two different taxonomies or ways of 

grouping are at work. The first is in terms of habitat, so we’ll see in this chapter creatures of the 

land, sea, and air are being described, which takes us back to Gen 1. The second way of grouping 

the animals is according to whether they are ritually pure and therefore edible or ritually impure 

and therefore inedible. 

Commonness of Purity Categories 

This leads to the second general comment. Since issues of ritual purity and impurity were 

common in the ancient Near East, it’s very plausible that Israelites already applied this 

understanding—ritual purity and impurity—to the animal world; that is to say, these laws 

wouldn’t all have been new to them. Rather, the Lord may have been using these laws, many of 

which could have already existed in Israel’s culture, to help set Israel apart as distinct and to 

serve as constant reminders for them in terms of moral purity and impurity. In fact, Genesis 7:2–

3 sees these categories as existing long before Sinai. 

Rationale behind Animal Purity 

Third general comment: There’s a big debate on the possible rationale for why an animal is 

pure or impure. The problem is none of these work as an overarching rationale. 
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HEALTH REASONS. One suggestion, for example, has been that these animals are pure or 

impure in terms of health reasons; that is to say, pure animals are healthy for you to eat, and 

impure animals can be unhealthy or dangerous. The problem is that some clean animals can also 

be dangerous to eat; you can get salmonella from beef. It’s also a problem that these distinctions 

are set aside in the NT even though there’s no evidence that cooking techniques are any 

different. So, if health is the main reason, why would the Lord have this in the OT but not in the 

NT? 

CULTIC EXPLANATION. A second explanation has been the cultic explanation, which is 

to say that animals which are unclean are called unclean because they are used in pagan cults—in 

the worship of pagan cults. The main problem here is that many clean animals—cattle, sheep, 

goats—are also used in pagan worship. 

MORAL-SYMBOLIC. A third set of explanations have been what you might call moral-

symbolic. For example, the pig is unclean because it likes the mud. And the problem with these 

is explanations is that they tend to be totally subjective. There’s no way of verifying them 

whatsoever. 

A STANDARD NORM. The fourth suggestion is that impure animals are impure because 

they don’t conform to a standard norm. For Israelites, for example, the standard animals they 

would think of would be goats and sheep and cattle; that would be the norm. And animals that 

were not like goats or sheep or cattle, like camels, would be impure. The problem here is that this 

doesn’t apply to the flying creatures. There’s no physical descriptions given to identify a norm 

when it comes to the flying creatures, for example. 

SUMMARY. What this means, by way of summary, is that there is no one overarching 

rationale that works to explain why an animal is pure or impure. It could be a combo of some of 

these rationales, depending on the animal, and in some cases, it might simply be the Israelites 

themselves might not have known. When it comes to cultural concepts, we often say, “That’s just 

the way it is.” 

Function 

What is clear, however, is the function of these laws. It sets the Israelites apart, and it serves 

as constant reminders to them of the importance of seeking moral purity and dealing properly 

with moral impurity. 

In the next segment we’ll turn to consider chapter 11 in more detail. 
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PURE AND IMPURE CREATURES (LEV 11:1–47): PART 2 

Major Sections 

Leviticus 11 consists of three major sections. 

Land, Sea, and Air Creatures 

Land Creatures 

We’ll start with the first (verses 1–23). The focus here on creatures is on creatures of the land 

or sea or air and which are pure and edible, and which are impure and inedible. The text starts 

with land creatures (verses 1–8). In order to be pure or edible, you have to have, if you’re an 

animal, a divided hoof, meaning a hoof divided completely in two like the hoof of cattle or sheep 

or goats and unlike the hooves of horses or donkeys. It also meant that you had to chew the cud, 

a process in which food is regurgitated, chewed more thoroughly, and swallowed again for 

further digestion, like cattle, sheep, and goats and unlike pigs. A fuller list of animals meeting 

these criteria is provided in Deut 14:4–5. 

By the way, we can point out here that a rock badger and the hare don’t chew the cud in the 

technical sense (verses 5–6), but they do chew their food very thoroughly. Their chewing mimics 

cud eaters, and therefore they’re put in the same category. This is what’s known as 

phenomenological language. We do the same when we say the sun rises or the sun sets. 

Technically, it doesn’t rise or set, but to the naked eye it appears to and is so described that way. 

Water Creatures 

The next group consists of creatures of the water (verses 9–12). To be pure and therefore 

edible, these creatures needed to have fins and scales. This would, of course, exclude creatures 

like mollusks and frogs. And note here how strong the prohibitions are in this section; these 

animals are to be completely forbidden as a food source. 

Flying Creatures 

The next group consists of flying creatures (verses 13–23). Some versions translate here with 

the word “bird” (verse 13), and the word can be translated that way, but the word can also refer 

to “flying creatures” more broadly. And the latter fits best here, since bats (verse 19) and insects 

(verses 20–23) are also included in this group, and they’re clearly not birds. 

The list starts with a list of impure birds (verses 13–19). Many of these are assumed to be 

meat eaters, but it’s hard to say with certainty since not all of the terms are clear to us. The 

Israelites, of course, would have understood what each of these terms meant. The text then 

switches to edible and inedible insects (verses 20–23). Now, in some parts of the world, all 

insects are inedible, but in many parts, insects are a regular part of the diet, and this was the case 

in the ancient Near East. After all, as a food source, they are free, they are abundant, and they 

contain nutrients. Locusts, for example, have protein and fat, calories, and mineral salts. In this 

list, though there’s debate on some of the exact names, it seems clear that various types of 

locusts or grasshoppers were counted as clean and therefore edible. 

Dealing with Animal Carcasses 

The second section is in verses 24–40. Human corpses, of course, are very defiling, so it’s no 

surprise here that animal carcasses are also ritually defiling. These verses explain how to deal 
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properly with ritual impurity from animal carcasses. It starts with carcasses of impure land 

animals (verses 24–28), then impure swarming land creatures (verses 29–38), and then pure land 

animals (verses 39–40). 

Carcasses of Impure Land Creatures 

First, impure land creatures (verses 24–28). Cleansing procedures here involve just waiting 

until sundown if the animal was simply touched and washing clothes and waiting until sundown 

if the animal was handled more thoroughly; for example, if you carried the animal away. 

Carcasses of Impure Swarming Land Creatures 

For impure swarming land creatures (verses 29–38)—this would include things like rodents 

or reptiles or various insects—the laws must account for the fact that these things would contact 

people as well as food and storage vessels. There are too many laws here to summarize, but as 

you go through, note the cleansing procedures that are given are merciful and practical. The 

items here that are most costly can simply be washed, like wooden articles and clothing; and the 

items most important for life can be purified easily or don’t become impure, like water sources 

or seed piles. These laws are not meant to crush the Israelites. 

Carcasses of Pure Land Creatures 

For pure land creatures (verses 39–40), of course, there’s no ritual impurity if killed by an 

Israelite, for example, for sacrifice, but only if the animal dies naturally. In this case, the 

Israelites simply had to wash their clothes and to wait until sundown. 

Impure Swarming Land Creatures 

The third major section is in verses 41–45. The emphasis here is on the fact that impure 

swarming land creatures mentioned in verses 29–39 may not at all be eaten. In doing so, verses 

44–45 are the key. They provide the rationale for obedience, and you can think of these verses in 

three parts with respect to the LORD. 

The Lord, Their God 

First, the Lord is their God (verse 44), their redeeming God (verse 45). They’re in 

relationship with Him; they are His people, and the people of a king obey. And here the 

obedience is not only because He’s the King but because He’s the redeeming King. Obedience is 

the appropriate response. 

The Holy King 

Secondly, this King is holy. The word “holy” is in fact here emphasized. Literally, the Lord 

says, “Holy am I,” putting the word “holy” first for emphasis. He is set apart as distinct; there’s 

no one else like Him. What happens when this holy God redeems you and enters into 

relationship with you? 

The People: Reflecting the Lord’s Holiness 

Well, it leads to the third part: They are to reflect His holiness. They’re redeemed to be a 

kingdom of priests and holy nation to show the world who He is. And in the Bible, redemption 

always implies relationship, and relationship with this holy God always implies mission, 

reflecting His holiness into the world. And the sense here seems to go beyond ritual purity; you 

see, only priests could be ritually holy, so the holiness here must have something more in mind. 
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In all of life, in terms of their moral actions, they’re to reflect His holiness. So again, you see 

these ritual laws are to be pointers to moral realities. 

A Simple Summary 

The fourth section is in verses 46–47, and it’s a simple summary, a reminding the Israelites 

that their diets are to be an indication that their God cared about purity and holiness in all of life. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? Well, while the rationale explaining why certain animals are 

impure is not certain, the purpose of these laws is clear. Three points may be made here. 

Old Testament 

RITUAL REMINDERS OF A HOLY GOD. First, when the Israelites avoided ritually 

impure animals in terms of what they ate, they set themselves apart as those who followed a God 

who is holy. If I eat only vegetables, for example, people know I’m a vegetarian. My diet tells 

you about me. Here, those following this diet were identifying themselves as Israelites. In 

particular, this is a diet in which distinctions are made between ritually pure and ritually impure 

animals. Why? Because the God they follow is holy. They therefore avoid the impure. You see, 

the diet itself was supposed to tell others something about their God and what their God called 

them to be: holy. 

RITUAL REMINDERS OF MORAL PURITY. This leads to a second point. Laws 

commanding the Israelites to make these distinctions between ritual purity and impurity were to 

serve, as we’ve already said many times, as reminders to make distinctions in the realms of 

moral purity and impurity. The Lord often gives His people reminders. Circumcision, for 

example, was a reminder of the covenant and the need of circumcision in the heart (Deut 10:16; 

Jer 4:4). The Lord’s Supper—this is a reminder of Jesus’ sacrifice and our covenant 

responsibilities to our brothers and sisters. Here, laws on ritual purity and impurity were a 

reminder to make distinctions at the ritual and the moral level and to deal properly with moral 

impurity and seek moral purity. In other words, if the Lord requires this at the ritual level, how 

much more at the moral level? 

Chris Wright summarizes well when he says “ritual cleanness, from the kitchen to the 

sanctuary, was meant to symbolize God’s greater requirement of moral integrity, social justice 

and covenant loyalty. In fact, as the prophets (and Jesus) vigorously pointed out, if these latter 

things were lacking, then ritual cleanness of the most scrupulous kind at every level was 

worthless. If Christians,” Wright goes on to say, “were as serious about moral distinctiveness as 

Israel was about ritual cleanness, then our ‘salt’ and ‘light’ might have greater power in the 

world today.” 

New Testament Distinctions 

As a third point, the NT doesn’t require any more that the people make distinctions in terms 

of ritual purity and ritual impurity, but it does emphasize that we make distinctions between 

moral purity and moral impurity and in this way embody the holiness of the Lord. Ritual laws 

originally set Israelites apart. 
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By Jesus’ day, they had in fact become a dividing wall. You see this, for example, in a place 

like Acts 10:28, where Peter says to Cornelius, “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a 

man who is a Jew to associate with a foreigner or to visit with him; and yet God has shown me 

that I should not call any man unholy or unclean.” Because these laws had become such a 

dividing wall, when Jesus initiates the new covenant, He doesn’t repeat these laws; it’s not part 

of it. In fact, if you look in Mark 7:19, He specifically sets aside the food laws. 

But Jesus does emphasize what these laws were to be reminders of: the importance of moral 

purity. And so Jesus says, in Matt 5:16, to His followers, “Let your light shine before men in 

such a way that they may see your good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” As 

people see us, they should come to know God’s character. Once again, redemption by this holy 

God always implies relationship; and relationship with this holy God always implies mission, 

reflecting His holy, just, good, loving character into this world.  
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DEFILING FLUIDS FROM CHILDBIRTH (LEV 12:1–8): PART 1 

Main Idea 

In Leviticus 12 the main idea is simply this: When a mother gave birth, the blood loss during 

the birth process resulted in ritual impurity. This chapter lets her know how to deal with that 

impurity properly. In doing so, it emphasizes the importance of respecting the Lord’s holiness 

and also emphasizes that the Lord loves the poor among His people just as much as He loves 

those that do have financial means. His love is not determined in any way by somebody’s 

financial worth. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context here, we’re in chapters 11–15, all of which are focused on dealing 

properly with ritual impurity so the holy Lord can keep dwelling in their midst. While chapter 11 

dealt with this in terms of diet, 12–15 will deal with this in terms of the Israelites’ bodies. These 

chapters are a chiasm, a literary form in which the second half mirrors the first: ritual impurity 

resulting from ritually defiling bodily fluids lost because of childbirth (Lev 12); ritual impurity 

resulting from ritually defiling skin conditions (Lev 13–14); and then, again, ritual impurity—

here comes the mirroring—ritual impurity resulting from other ritually defiling bodily fluids 

(Lev 15). 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter in particular, we’re back to using a case law. After the 

introduction [verses 1–2a] there are three separate sections: the law for the birth of a male child 

(verses 2b–4), the law for the birth of a female child (verse 5), and then laws for male or female 

children (verses 6–8). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look at some of the most important details. As always, I’ll invite you to have a 

Bible open in front of you. 

Two General Comments 

I’ll begin with two general comments. First, it may be helpful here to review our comments 

made earlier, in earlier segments on ritual purity and impurity. 

Second, remember as well that laws on ritual impurity and purity are already part of Israel’s 

world; that is to say, the concept of ritual purity and impurity already existed in the ancient Near 

East. And it seems that the Lord makes use of this concept with these laws in order to teach the 

Israelites about His holiness and as these constant reminders about the importance of moral 

purity and dealing properly with moral impurity. Let’s take a look now at the three main sections 

in more detail. 

The Birth of a Male Child 

The first is the birth of a male child (verses 2b–4). After the birth of the child, the mother is 

ritually impure for seven days. This seems strange to many today; but in many cultures, past and 

present, this was quite normal. One scholar, in fact, provides examples of ritual impurity coming 

from childbirth or menstruation in cultures that range as far as ancient Egypt to Babylon to 
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Greece and even provides examples from more modern peoples who live in places as diverse as 

Tahiti or Costa Rica or Alaska. 

Why does impurity result? The reason can differ from culture to culture. For Israel it was due 

to the loss of blood. Verse 4 says, “Then the woman must wait thirty-three days to be purified 

from her bleeding.” Why does blood make someone ritually impure? The text doesn’t say. Some 

have guessed that ritual impurity is associated with death and that to lose blood, which is a life 

fluid, is therefore defiling. Others have suggested that ritual purity is associated with wholeness, 

so if you lose lots of blood, it makes you unwhole and thus impure. It’s also possible the 

Israelites didn’t know and that they would have said, “Well, that’s just the way it is.” In short, we 

don’t know why the loss of blood makes the woman impure. The law doesn’t tell us. 

What it focuses on is how to cleanse the impurity so that it’s dealt with properly, so that the 

Lord can continue to live in Israel’s midst. Verse 2 tells us that the initial impurity lasts seven 

days; it was therefore a major impurity. Again, we discussed that earlier in our segment on ritual 

purity and impurity. Here it’s compared to the ritual impurity of menstruation, and that probably 

means it was like the impurity coming from menstruation, not only in terms of length (seven 

days) but also in other ways. There were no sexual relations allowed with the woman during this 

time, and this impurity was also contagious like other major impurities. It could spread. 

What this ended up doing, actually, was giving the mother a socially acceptable way to 

withdraw and recuperate. This may have been especially welcome in an ancient culture that had 

no pain medications. It’s also important to note that the family is not forbidden from extending 

physical care to her. It wasn’t wrong for them to become impure by touching her at all. Thus, the 

woman has the full benefits of both rest and care in this context. 

In verse 3 the child is circumcised on the eighth day. This is in keeping with the command of 

Gen 17:11–13. This circumcision was a sign of the covenant, a visible reminder, kind of like a 

wedding ring as a visible reminder. For the child it was a lifelong reminder of his covenant 

responsibilities. For the parents it was their way of saying “This is a covenant child and will be 

raised as a covenant child.” Why on the eighth day? Again, the text doesn’t say, though other 

important events also happen on the eighth day, like giving firstborn animals to the Lord (Exod 

22:30; Lev 22:27) or the inauguration of the tent of meeting (Lev 9:1) or the cleansing of a leper 

(Lev 14:10). It’s no surprise, then, that this important event also happens on the eighth day. 

Verse 4 talks about a second stage of purification, thirty-three days long, bringing the total to 

forty days. Like seven—the number seven—the number forty is also significant; it represents a 

full amount of time. So, think of the forty days of rain during the flood back in Genesis, or the 

forty days that the spies of Israel spy out the land in Num 13. This refers, then, to a thorough 

wait. It’s certainly possible that the woman was also less impure during the thirty-three days. 

You’ll note that the text gives two specifications here: no touching holy items like fellowship 

offering meat and no going to the sanctuary. Why specify these things? Perhaps because they 

were now the only restrictions on the woman. 

The Birth of a Female Child 

The second section here is the birth of a female child (verse 5). There are two differences 

when compared to the birth of a male child. 

DOUBLED TIME OF IMPURITY. The first difference is that the length of time of impurity 

is now doubled. It’s not seven and thirty-three days for a total of forty; now it’s fourteen and 
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sixty-six days for a total of eighty. Why? At the end of the day we don’t know. Many moderns, 

however, are tempted to think, “Ah! This is a negative slam on women. This is looking at 

females as negative, as being more defiling.” But that actually is not a good assumption to make, 

for two different reasons. First, any explanation here has to account for Gen 1:27, where male 

and female are created in God’s image. This is how God views male and female. His laws will 

not contradict that. 

Second, many other explanations have been given to explain the difference of the days, and 

most of these have no relation to the relative value of males versus females. Some ancients, for 

example, thought that the woman’s discharge was longer after the birth of a female. Still others 

suggest that the boy’s circumcision somehow contributes to his cleansing. And one early Jewish 

rabbi, Rabbi Ishmael, suggested males had shorter formation periods in the womb. And it’s 

especially significant the suggestion that he gives, because he’s living at quite a patriarchal time, 

and he is not seeing this as a negative commentary on females. 

At the end of the day again, we don’t know what the rationale is, but we should not see this 

as a negative commentary on females. That’s not in keeping with the Lord’s own declaration in 

Gen 1:27. In fact, Gen 1:27 is what you would expect if the Lord valued females equally. It’s not 

what you expect if He didn’t. Any guess at a rationale, therefore, can’t begin with a negative take 

on females. 

CIRCUMCISION. There’s a second difference here: The boy is circumcised; the girl is not. 

We don’t know if female circumcision was practiced in the ancient Near East at this time, though 

it is common in many parts of the world today—in many African countries, for example. If it 

was common in the ancient Near East, then this is a great mercy since female circumcision can 

be incredibly harmful to females. 

If there is no circumcision, then, you might ask, “No sign of the covenant? Is this little girl 

not a part of the covenant?” Oh, by no means. She’s been born into a covenant household and 

thus is an inheritor of the same promises and privileges. 

Laws for the Birth of Male or Female Children 

The third section then covers laws for the birth of male or female children (verses 6–8)—two 

different laws here geared to two different financial realities. 

REGULAR OFFERINGS. Those who are able to offer flock animals are addressed in verses 

6 and 7. Those who could not are addressed in verse 8. For those who could offer flock animals, 

they bring a burnt offering from the flock and a purification offering from the birds. These were 

brought by the mother herself— “she will bring” (verse 6)—coming into the courtyard and 

presenting these animals to the priest. He offers them to make atonement, not because it’s sinful 

to have a child but because major impurities defile the tent of meeting. The purification offering 

serves to remove this impurity from the tent of meeting and from the woman herself. The burnt 

offering, then, would be for general atonement and perhaps also as an expression of thanksgiving 

and praise. 

OFFERINGS FOR POOR ISRAELITES. For those who could not afford a flock animal, 

they brought two birds, one for a burnt offering and the other for a purification offering. They 

would offer them, of course, according to Lev 5:7–10. Different animals here but the exact same 

result, which is a sign of the Lord’s mercy and care and desire for all to be able to come before 

Him.  
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DEFILING FLUIDS FROM CHILDBIRTH (LEV 12:1–8): PART 2 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? This text is often a challenge for moderns because it looks 

like females are viewed negatively. The mother is impure twice as long when a female is born, 

and it’s also not clear why atonement is needed. Both have been commented on in the previous 

section. What I’m going to focus on here is two lessons that the Lord teaches His people in this 

chapter. 

Respecting the Lord’s Great Holiness 

The first is this: In order to respect the Lord’s great holiness, it’s important that impurity is 

properly addressed. Ritual states were common in the ancient Near East and in many cultures to 

this day. They told you what you could or could not do from a ritual perspective. For example, if 

you were impure, you could not partake of holy sacrificial meat. It’s especially important to keep 

the impure and the holy separate. It was a way to respect the holy and the one who owned that 

which was holy, the Lord. Failure to respect that which was holy was a failure to respect Him. It 

would be like walking across someone’s white carpet with muddy boots on; that’s a severe sign 

of disrespect. In this case, it was important for the mother to address her ritual impurity as a way 

of saying, “I want to respect the Lord’s holiness, and I also want to draw near to Him again in 

worship at the tabernacle.” 

The key here is to remember that laws about ritual impurity were a reminder about moral 

impurity. Those who sought to deal properly with ritual impurity were reminded, “How much 

more do I need to do this when it comes to moral impurity? How much more do I need to show 

respect to God’s holy character? He is my holy God, and I need to reflect that in the way that I 

live my life following in His holy ways.” 

Atonement Is Available to All People 

The second principle or point to draw out here is that the Lord, in this chapter, makes clear 

that His atonement is available to all people, no matter what their financial circumstance happens 

to be, in order that all people may enjoy relationship with Him. This is seen especially in verses 

6–8. The Lord wants to make sure that all have equal access to atonement and fellowship with 

Him. There is no favor here given to the rich. 

In fact, the only story in the Bible of someone bringing the lesser offering of verse 8 is in the 

Gospels (Luke 2:22–24), and it’s Jesus’ parents who are bringing it. The King of heaven was not 

born in a palace; He was born in a peasant’s home. He comes to live with those who were poor 

to make abundantly clear His love for them; they too bear His image. We must love in the same 

way. James warns of this clearly when he says, in Jas 2:1–13, to make sure not to show 

favoritism to the rich. All must be loved equally, even the poor. 

Here’s a test question for us to consider: If Jesus were born today and His family, which 

would be a poor family, came to our church, would they be welcome? If the answer is no, 

something is very, very wrong. All people have been made in the image of God, and all people 

are worthy of the love and respect of those who bear the image of the heavenly King. 
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DEFILED SKIN, GARMENT, OR HOUSE (LEV 13:1–14:57): PART 1 

Main Idea 

The laws of Lev 13 and 14 helped the Israelites to know how to deal properly with the ritual 

impurity that comes from ritually defiling skin diseases and ritually defiling house or garment 

infestations—for example, various types of mold. As in chapters 11 and 12, the emphasis is on 

dealing properly with ritual impurity, which emphasizes, of course, the importance of being 

people who respect the Lord’s holiness and who seek to reflect His character in terms of moral 

purity. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context here, Lev 11–15 is all about dealing properly with ritual 

impurity. Leviticus 11 talked about that with regard to the diet; Lev 12–15, with regard to the 

Israelites’ bodies. Leviticus 12–15 form a chiasm, and these two chapters occur right in the 

middle. Leviticus 12 is about ritual impurity coming from ritually defiling bodily fluids. 

Leviticus 15 will be about the same. Right here in the middle, it’s about ritual impurity resulting 

from ritually defiling skin conditions and garment or house infestations. These chapters belong 

together (13 and 14), because the Hebrew word that describes these ritually defiling skin 

conditions is the same word used to describe the ritually defiling garment or house infestations. 

I’ll talk more about that in just a moment. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure for these chapters, they’re again case law. Aside from an 

introduction in 13:1 and a summary in 14:54–57, these two chapters have four main sections. 

Various Defiling Skin Conditions 

The first is a description of various ritually defiling skin conditions and what happens to you 

if you have one (13:2–46). 

Various Defiling Infestations of Garments and Leather 

The second section discusses items that are often next to the skin, so descriptions of various 

ritually defiling infestations of garments or leather and what to do (13:47–59). 

How to Become Pure 

The third section describes how to become pure if you’ve had a ritually defiling skin disease 

(14:1–32). 

Defiling Infestations of Your Home 

The final section describes ritually defiling infestations of your home and what to do (14:33–

53). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have a Bible open 

in front of you. I’m going to go through the four major sections here. There’s tons of detail, so 

I’m going to focus simply on general guidelines for reading and interpreting these sections. 
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What Happens with Defiling Skin Conditions 

The first section describes various ritually defiling skin conditions and what happens to you 

if you have one (13:2–46). I’m going to overview this section with five general comments. 

LEPROSY. First, the Hebrew word describing these various skin conditions (ַרַעת  (tsara'ath/צָּ

is traditionally translated “leprosy.” It’s generally agreed today that that’s not the best 

translation. Today, the term “leprosy” refers to Hansen’s disease, which leads to eventual loss of 

sensation and often to wasting away of various parts of the body. The problem is that some of the 

symptoms here in Lev 13 don’t align well with leprosy. For example, leprosy is not primarily 

characterized with skin loss and it takes years to develop, whereas, here in Lev 13, skin loss is 

key and it seems to develop quickly. You have just these seven-day quarantine periods, for 

example, to determine if it’s leprosy or to determine if it’s this skin disease. Also, the key 

symptoms of leprosy, like loss of feeling, are not discussed here at all. It’s been suggested that 

conditions like psoriasis are more likely candidates for at least some of the descriptions here, 

though not all of them. 

In any case, many versions now go with different translations, such as “disease” or “skin 

disease” or “infectious disease” or “contagious skin disease.” Because it’s not clear, however, 

that the conditions here are contagious, I avoid “infectious” or “contagious” in my translation. 

Because the focus is on the fact that it’s ritually defiling, I go with the translation “ritually 

defiling skin disease.” 

WHY SO DEFILING? Second general comment: Why is this so defiling? Again, there’s no 

rationale given. Moderns, of course, are tempted to think of this strictly in terms of hygiene, so 

you put strict laws here to avoid spreading a contagious disease. But again, it’s not clear that all 

the conditions here are contagious. Others have suggested that the rationale is because if you lose 

skin, then your body is beginning to decompose; it’s associated with death, and that’s why it’s 

impure. That’s certainly possible, but at the end of the day it’s just a guess. What is clear is that 

the result is severe ritual impurity. The rationale remains unknown. 

JUDGED BY GOD? Third general comment: It would be tempting to conclude that 

somebody who had one of these diseases was being judged by God. And that is the case in some 

instances, like Miriam in Num 12. But the story of Job also serves as a warning. Do not assume 

that those with skin diseases are being punished. Sometimes the most righteous can have these. 

MAJOR LAWS. A fourth general comment: This first section has seven major laws, and 

that’s very clear in the Hebrew. Major laws often begin with the specific Hebrew word ִכי/ki. 

Here, major laws start at verses 2, 9, 18, 24, 29, 38, and 40. As you go through these laws, you 

can see that the priests determine if the skin disease is ritually defiling or not. The standard 

procedure is like this: First, if there are clear signs that the skin condition is ritually defiling, the 

priest makes an immediate declaration. The person is either pure or impure. Second, if the signs 

aren’t clear, the person is quarantined for seven days, examined again, and then declared pure or 

impure. 

WHAT THE IMPURE MUST DO. Fifth general comment: Those who are impure have to do 

three things. You see this in verses 45–46: 

1. They need to change their physical appearance: torn clothes, unkempt hair. It’s 

actually no surprise that these symbols are used; they’re signs of mourning. You can 

imagine that the person suffering for this would be in a posture of mourning. 
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2. The person has to cry out, “Unclean!” 

3. They have to live outside the camp. Some translations here say they must “live 

alone,” but that’s not the best translation; it’s, rather, they must “live apart.” They 

could certainly live with others and in theory be visited by the family. The others they 

would live with would often probably be those suffering from leprosy—or rather, 

from a ritually defiling skin disease. 

All of these conditions or requirements—calling out “Unclean,” torn clothes, living apart—

would keep the impurity from spreading. And if it was a contagious disease, it would keep the 

disease from spreading as well. 

Items Next to the Skin 

The second section discusses items that are often next to the skin. Here the description is of 

various ritually defiling infestations of garments or leather and what to do (13:47–59). I’ll make 

two general comments here. 

INFESTATIONS OF GARMENTS AND LEATHER. First, the section describes various 

fungal infestations of garments or leather. The same Hebrew word is being used here 

ַרַעת)  tsara'ath) as in the previous section. This is no surprise; the symptoms here would be/צָּ

similar: discoloration and flaking. You can think about how in English we use the term that 

“paint blisters” simply because the result of paint blistering looks like a blister on the skin. 

That’s what’s going on here; the same word is being used in both settings. 

MOLD OR MILDEW. The second general comment: The likely cause here is a form of mold 

or mildew. Mold or mildew, of course, need damp conditions in order to spread, and that would 

correspond to the Israelites’ rainy winter season. These molds or mildews could infect wool or 

linen clothing or leather clothing or leather items, such as belts or wine skins. As with the 

previous section, the priests are told how to identify a ritually defiling infestation and what to do. 

How to Become Pure 

The third section now returns to people. It describes how to become pure if you’ve had one 

of these ritually defiling skin diseases and are now healed (14:1–32). Two general comments 

here. 

THE RITES OF PURIFICATION. The first: There are a series of three rites, and each rite 

achieves further purification for the person. Each one allows the person to get closer to full 

reentry into the community: 

• The first series of rites (verses 2–8) enables the person to reenter the camp. 

• The second series (verse 9) enables the person to reenter their tent. 

• The third series (verses 10–20) now enables the person to return fully into the 

covenant community. 

There are questions on some of the details here, but purification is clearly the focus. Three 

sets of cleansing rites made clear the person is certainly cleansed now of their ritual defilement. 

AN ALTERNATE SET OF OFFERINGS. The second general comment: As with the 

previous laws, the Lord is providing an alternate set of offerings here for the poor with regard to 

that third set of rites. You see that in verses 21–32. We’ve already seen the Lord do this in Lev 1 
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with the burnt offering and in Lev 5 with the purification offering. It again underscores He wants 

all His covenant children to have full access to cleansing and atonement. 

Defiling Infestations of Your Home and What to Do 

The fourth section, then, deals with the description of ritually defiling infestations of your 

home and what to do (14:33–53). Having discussed people and what they wore, this section now 

turns to where people lived. Since the Israelites here are in the wilderness, this law is anticipating 

life in the promised land, where they’ll have houses. So, you see the mention of the land of 

Canaan in verse 34. 

IDENTIFYING INFESTATIONS AND WHAT TO DO. Three general comments. First, as 

in the previous section, guidelines are given here for how to identify the infestation and what to 

do. The focus is on keeping their homes free of such things. Perhaps as a reminder, they’re to do 

the same when it comes to the Lord’s home: keep it free of impurity. 

THE LORD PUTS THE MARK ON A HOUSE. Second comment: The Lord says, in verse 

34, He is the one who puts an unwelcome mark of a ritually defiling infestation on a house. It’s 

probably not a way of saying that this is His punishment; consider Job again, where it’s clear that 

not all suffering is for sin. Rather, this is a way of emphasizing that these things happen under 

His sovereign control. You can compare here a place like Psa 104:27–29. 

TEARING DOWN AN INFESTED HOUSE. The third general comment is that verse 45 

mentions an infested house could be torn down, which today would be financial ruin. But in 

those days, most of the materials could be gathered for free. It would be a great inconvenience, 

but the community would likely help in rebuilding, so it wouldn’t be financial ruin. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider some of the key lessons from these chapters. 
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DEFILED SKIN, GARMENT, OR HOUSE (LEV 13:1–14:57): PART 2 

Introduction 

What are the key lessons that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel in these 

chapters, and how do those lessons apply to us today? We can identify at least two major lessons. 

Impurity Must Be Dealt with Properly 

Old Testament 

First, as a way of respecting the Lord’s holiness, impurity must be dealt with properly. This 

is a lesson, of course, throughout this section of 11–15. Here, the impurity is highly contagious; 

and therefore, extreme measures are taken in making sure that it doesn’t spread through the camp 

and eventually defile the tent of meeting. Why? Well, out of respect for the Lord’s holiness. To 

defile His home would be like vandalizing the White House or, if you’re not in America, the 

home or palace or seat of government of the country’s leader. It would be a severe sign of 

disrespect. And, of course, if this is true at the ritual level, Israelites were to remember how 

careful they must be at the moral level. They’re called to be the Lord’s representatives. To 

engage in moral impurity or to fail to deal with it properly is to disrespect the holy calling that 

the holy Lord has given to them. 

New Testament 

You can see this same call to holiness in the NT. First Peter 2:9: “But you are a chosen 

people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the 

praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” This means, on the one 

hand, of course, that we need to deal with moral impurity properly. And so, in 1 John 1:8–9, we 

read, “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess 

our sin, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 

unrighteousness.” At the same time, this also means that we must pursue purity of life. Ephesians 

5:8 says, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of 

light”; that is to say, as those who reflect the purity of God into the world in terms of how we 

live. 

The Lord’s Desire for Fellowship 

A second major point here is to see that it’s the Lord who graciously provides a way for the 

impure to be cleansed, and He does so because of His desire for fellowship with us. As you look 

especially at 14:1–32, you see a very thorough series of rites, all focused on cleansing the person 

and reincorporating them into the covenant community. The rites are so thorough that there’s no 

question by the end of them that the person is cleansed, pure, and may not come to the tent of 

meeting to worship with other covenant brothers and sisters. 

Old Testament 

The key here is to recognize that it’s the Lord who provides these rites. He is the one who 

desires His covenant children to be able to come before Him and to have close fellowship with 

Him. This is the Lord’s desire. You see this same desire expressing itself not just at the ritual 

level but also at the moral level. In Psalm 51 we read, “Have mercy on me, O God, according to 

your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away 

all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.” Because sin is first and foremost against God, we 
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need God to forgive and cleanse us of it. In Leviticus He does this by providing sacrifices in the 

great Day of Atonement. 

New Testament 

In the NT He does this by sending Jesus as the ultimate atoning sacrifice. In Titus 2:14 it says 

that Jesus “gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a 

people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.” You can see the connection here. Those 

who are cleansed by Him are eager to please Him; eager to live in accord with the calling of the 

Lord to purity because their Savior is such a gracious and merciful God. 
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BODILY FLUIDS (LEV 15:1–33): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 15 again focuses on how to deal properly with ritual impurity and, like chapter 12, 

the ritual impurity due to ritually defiling bodily fluids. It’s going to emphasize again, therefore, 

the importance of dealing properly with ritual impurity as a way to respect the holy Lord who 

dwells in your midst. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context here, we’ve seen that Lev 11–15 is all focused on dealing 

properly with ritual impurity so the Holy Lord can continue to dwell in the Israelites’ midst. 

Chapter 11 dealt with this in terms of diet and 12–15 in terms of the Israelites’ bodies. We’ve 

seen that 12–15, in particular, are arranged as a chiasm, a form in which the second half is 

mirroring the first half. Here, the chiasm comes to a close with chapter 15 mirroring chapter 12. 

So, chapter 12 deals with ritual impurity resulting from ritually defiling bodily fluids loss 

because of childbirth; 13 and 14 talk about ritual impurity from ritually defiling skin conditions 

and various infestations of garments or homes; and here, closing the chiasm, 15 deals with, 

again, ritual impurity resulting from other ritually defiling bodily fluids. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, we saw in chapter 12 there is just one defiling bodily 

fluid: blood. In chapter 15 there are four ritually defiling bodily fluids—or, at least, four different 

instances or main cases of ritually defiling bodily fluids. Commentators have noted that these are 

also arranged as a chiasm. So, you have your introduction (verses 1–2), and then you have 

abnormal male discharges described (verses 15:2b–15), then normal male discharges (verses 16–

18), then normal female discharges (verses 19–24), then abnormal female discharges (verses 25–

30), and then a conclusion at the end (verses 31–33). The end result is this very orderly and 

structured presentation of these laws, which would help in remembering them, especially in oral 

culture, as well as just bringing beauty to the chapter as a whole. 

General Comments 

Let’s look at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible open in front 

of you. I’ll begin with three general comments. 

Review Purity and Impurity 

The first is that it may be helpful to review the comments on ritual purity and impurity that 

we had in earlier segments. 

Already a Part of Israel’s World 

The second is to remember as well that ritual impurity and purity—the concept of ritual 

states—was already a part of Israel’s world, and it seems that the Lord is making use of this 

concept in order to teach the Israelites about His holiness and the need for their moral holiness. 

So, these serve as reminders toward moral purity. 
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The Required Cleansing Procedures 

The third comment is that there are differing levels of impurity, and therefore, different 

cleansing procedures are required for the impure person and for those who come into contact 

with the impure person. If we were to arrange this not in order of the chapter but in order of least 

to greatest in terms of the ritual defilement, the first would be the normal male discharge, a 

seminal emission. In that case, the person had to bathe and wait until evening; same for the 

person or for someone who came into contact with the male who was impure. The second level, 

going up in terms of increasing impurity, would be the normal female discharge; that is to say, 

menstruation. Here you had to wait seven days, probably wash your clothes and bathe, and wait 

until evening. And those who come into contact with the woman will also have to normally wash 

clothes, bathe, and wait until evening. If this happens during the act of sex, then the male has to 

go through the same procedures as the woman herself. The third level is the abnormal male or 

female discharge; that is to say, a discharge that’s due to some sort of sickness or disease. Here, 

the requirements are the same as menstruation, plus you have to offer birds for a purification 

offering and a burnt offering on the eighth day. Those who come into contact with this person 

normally have to wash their clothes, bathe, and wait until evening. 

The Four Main Sections 

We’ll take a look at the four main sections one by one and then the conclusion. 

Abnormal Male Discharges 

The first section, abnormal male discharges (verses 2b–15). These are called an unusual 

bodily discharge in some translations, but the word here for “bodily” is used to refer to the 

genitals elsewhere, and the context makes clear that that’s what in view here. In these verses 

we’re not talking about urine, in which case everyone would always be impure, or semen, which 

is covered in the next law. These verses must therefore deal with some sort of disease or 

infection that’s causing either a constant discharge, continues flowing from his body (verse 2), or 

somehow blocks any discharging at all (“is blocked” in verse 2). The result is a major impurity, 

and that meant that it was contagious. It could be passed on. The impurity could be passed on to 

others, not necessarily the condition. He therefore needed to know how it’s passed on and how to 

cleanse it. 

This section identifies six different scenarios of the man touching someone or something. 

These scenarios start at verses 3, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 12. Each time, the text makes clear how 

someone who becomes impure through contact with the man or something he touches can then 

become pure. The section finishes with how the man himself can become pure in verses 13–15. 

Once he’s healed, he has to wait seven days, wash his clothes, bathe in spring water, and then 

offer two birds—a purification offering focused on cleansing impurity from the tent of meeting 

and from the man, and then a burnt offering for general atonement and perhaps also for praise 

and thanksgiving. 

Normal Male Discharges 

In the second section, it deals with normal male discharges (verses 16–18). The reference 

here is to an emission of semen, whether during sex (verse 18) or perhaps during a nocturnal 

emission (verse 16). The key to understand here or to remember is that the impurity comes not 

because sex is dirty. The Bible looks very positively at sex. You see this in Prov 5 or the Song of 

Songs. 
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In many cultures, ancient and modern, semen was considered to be ritually defiling. There’s 

no rationale given here, though, again, it’s not because of a negative view of sex itself. Think, for 

example, of childbirth. Israelites have a very positive view of children coming into the world, 

and yet the loss of the bodily fluid during childbirth resulted in ritual impurity. Again here, the 

Israelites have a very positive view of sex, but it’s the loss of the bodily fluid that’s resulting in 

ritual impurity, and that had to be addressed. A modern analogy might be something like 

farming. We look on farming very positively, yet it often results in getting very dirty and a need 

for cleansing. That doesn’t make you view farming negatively; you just have to address the dirt 

properly. Because the impurity was not as severe here, the person only had to bathe with water 

and wait until evening. 

In the next segment we’ll look at the two next sections of Lev 15. 
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BODILY FLUIDS (LEV 15:1–33): PART 2 

Main Sections (continued) 

Normal Female Discharges 

The third section of Lev 15 deals with normal female discharges (verses 19–24). The 

reference here is to menstruation, as can be seen in verse 19: “her regular flow of blood.” This is 

one of the more serious because lost blood was very defiling in ancient Israel, and therefore, the 

cleansing was more intense—seven days of waiting, perhaps assuming also she would then 

bathe, wash clothes, and wait until evening. This leads to four further comments. 

WHEN DOES THE SEVEN-DAY TIME OF WAITING START? First, when does the 

seven-day time of waiting start? If it started at the end of her menstruation, we might expect to 

find the language of verse 28: “when she is cleansed of her discharge.” No such language is 

found in verse 19; and therefore, the start, perhaps, of the period of impurity is at the beginning 

of the menstrual cycle. 

NO PROHIBITION FROM TOUCHING HER. Second comment: Note that no one is 

prohibited from touching her. It’s not wrong, usually, in Israel, to become ritually impure, and 

that meant family and friends could extend comfort to the woman during this time. 

ISN’T THIS UNFAIR? A third comment: Isn’t this unfair? Seven days she remains impure. I 

begin by noting that males also have to go through this seven-day waiting for various impurities. 

We saw that in verses 2–15. We can notice well that in the days before pain medications and 

certain feminine hygiene products, this law actually gave women a socially acceptable way to 

withdraw from certain activities, which means that in many cases this would have been very 

welcome relief. 

A MAN CONTACTING THE FLOW. Fourth comment: Verse 24 mentions a man coming 

into contact with the flow during sex, but 18 and 19 makes clear that sex with a menstruant was 

forbidden. How do we reconcile these? The most likely answer is that verse 24 has in mind a 

situation where the husband and wife only learn during sex that a cycle has begun. Chapter 18 is 

a law for those who already know the cycle has begun. 

Abnormal Female Discharges 

Fourth section here: abnormal female discharges of blood (verses 25–30). This is not 

menstruation here. This is a different cause of bleeding, perhaps ovulation or intercourse or even 

cervical or uterine cancer. It’s parallel to verses 2–15 for the male, and the same cleansing 

procedures are required. 

Conclusion 

Finally, the chapter ends with a conclusion (verses 31–33). The key verse here is verse 31, 

which is best translated with the ESV: “Thus you shall keep the people of Israel separate from 

their uncleanliness, lest they die in their uncleanliness by defiling my tabernacle that is in their 

midst.” Some translations here give the impression that you have to keep the Israelites separate 

from anything that makes them unclean, which might give the mistaken impression that they 

must avoid things like sex. 

The basic idea here is this: because the holy Lord dwells in the midst of the Israelites in His 

holy tabernacle, and because a major ritual impurity can spread easily and defile it and, in some 
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ways, seems to automatically defile the tent of meeting, the Israelites must make sure they 

address their ritual properly out of respect for the holy Lord who dwells among them. A person 

who deliberately refuses to do so is choosing to bring or to leave severe ritual defilement on the 

Lord’s holy home. This is equal to a declaration that you think nothing of His holiness. It’s an act 

of treasonous rebellion, and it’s met with a penalty that’s often given to the treasonous: death 

itself. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? Well, the lessons here will be the same as 

those of the previous chapters. I’ll mention three just very quickly: 

1. The importance of dealing properly with impurity as a sign of respect for the Lord’s 

holiness. 

2. The Lord Himself is the one who provides a way of cleansing impurity, and He does 

so out of His deep love for us and desire that we might have fellowship with Him. 

3. These reminders of dealing properly with ritual impurity serve as reminders to deal 

properly with moral impurity and to reflect the Lord’s own moral purity in all of life. 

For further details, see the comments at the end of chapters 12 as well as 13 and 14. 
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Chapter 7  
The Day of Atonement (Lev 16:1–34) 

DEALING WITH SIN AND IMPURITY (LEV 16:1–34): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 16 describes the Day of Atonement, known in Hebrew as Yom Kippur. This 

happened once a year, and as its name suggests, it was a day in which all the sins and impurities 

of the Israelites were atoned for. Anything missed throughout the year as well as anything not yet 

atoned would be covered by this day. And because the Lord is the one who commands and 

provides this day, it emphasizes the importance of dealing properly with sin and impurity before 

a holy God and also that this God, the Lord, is a King who desires for sinful and impure people 

to be able to come and have fellowship with Him; and therefore, He provides them a way to deal 

properly with sin and impurity so that this fellowship can happen. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context here, by this point in Leviticus, dozens of laws have been given 

about when to present sacrifices because of sin or when to present sacrifices because of impurity. 

But what if someone didn’t present a sacrifice, either because they didn’t realize they needed to 

or because they just didn’t care? The sin or impurity then remained like a defiling substance in 

Israel’s midst, clinging to the tent of meeting. This would drive the holy Lord from Israel’s 

presence; therefore, you have this day. By the end of it, there was an assurance that all the sin 

and impurity in Israel had been taken care of or atoned and that the Lord would continue to dwell 

in the midst of His people. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure here, there are four major sections. First is an overview of the high 

priest’s duties (verses 1–10). He is the one who oversees this day; and therefore, the text begins 

with him. Second, the rites of the day are given in more detail, especially what happens at the 

tabernacle (verses 11–28). In the third section, it describes what all Israelites do at this day in 

terms of fasting and repentance (verses 29–31). The final section is a series of closing commands 

to keep this ceremony as long as the covenant endures, making sure that fellowship with the 

Lord can continue (verses 32–34). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. 

Describing a Wedding 

I’ll begin with one general comment. How would you describe a wedding? Many weddings 

are a very complicated series of rites. You’ve got a procession and vows and rings and 

declarations etc. Well, one way to describe a wedding would be like this: First, you could begin 

with an overview of what the person who was officiating at the wedding has to do. Second, you 

could then describe what you would see if you were watching the whole thing. Third, you could 
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focus in on what the congregation in particular does. It would be like focusing the camera on 

three different things. Well, that’s exactly what happens here. 

The first main section gives an overview of what the high priest does; the officiant. The 

second section describes what you would see happen if you were watching the whole thing. And 

then the third section describes what the congregation does on this day. We’ll look at each of the 

three main sections in turn and also the closing fourth section. 

Overview of the Priestly Duties 

The first section is found in verses 1–10. It gives an overview of the high priest’s duties. In 

verses 1 and 2 the text begins by referring back to Nadab and Abihu (Lev 10). Why? Well, it 

seems they had tried to enter into the Most Holy Place, the throne room of the King, doing so at 

their own time and with their own offering. This was a severe sign of disrespect to a king in the 

ancient Near East, let alone the heavenly King. The result was that Nadab and Abihu are killed. 

Now, on the Day of Atonement, Aaron is going to enter into the Most Holy Place; and therefore, 

he is told here how to do so without being killed. The contrast here is emphasizing the 

importance of following the Lord’s commands. You always approach a king on his terms; it 

shows you respect he is the king. And that means you only come into his throne room when he 

allows. 

Verses 3–5: Aaron has to bring proper animals and wear proper clothing. You can see here 

that the clothing here is not the ornate high priestly outfit. It’s a much simpler set of linen 

garments. Why? Well, the text doesn’t say. Perhaps it’s because you shouldn’t wear kingly type 

clothes before a king, or perhaps the simpler clothes show repentance on his part. Either way, 

humility is suggested. Also, you see here that he bathes his whole body, not just his hands and 

feet. Complete cleansing is needed when coming to stand before this holy King. 

In verses 6 and 10 there is an overview of what to do with some of the animals. The focus 

here is on two goats. Lots are going to be cast for them, perhaps using the Urim and Thummim. 

One goat will be for the Lord, presented as a purification offering. The other goat, literally 

translated here, is “for Azazel, to be sent into the wilderness.” What does “for Azazel” mean? 

There are three main options: 

First, some have suggested this is a name parallel to the name of the Lord: one goat for the 

Lord, one goat for this being called “Azazel.” And it’s suggested that Azazel was, then, some 

sort of demon and what you were doing was you were loading this goat with impurity and 

sending it right back to him. The problem here concerns whether the Lord would actually 

command a rite to be performed which involved a demon. Everywhere else, the Lord says to 

have nothing to do with demons, even in the very next chapter (Lev 17). 

A second option, then, is that perhaps this means a rough or rocky place. There is an Arabic 

root (’azazu) which refers to a rough or rocky place, and that means this would be “the goat for 

the rocky place,” parallel to verse 22, where it says, “the land cut off” or “the remote place.” 

A third option is that this term “azazel” is made up of two words, “goat” [ז  ez] and the verb'/עֵּ

which means to “go away” or “disappear” (ַזל  azal), which means it would be “the goat that'/אָּ

disappears,” which leads to the translation that many of us know as “scapegoat,” since it goes 

away bearing all the Israelites’ sin. 

Of these three options, the first is unlikely; the second and third are possible, but it’s hard to 

choose between them in terms of the root words involved. What is clear is the goat’s function. 
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He does bear away the sins and impurities of the Israelites; and therefore, a term like “scapegoat” 

is a good functional translation. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider the second section. 
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DEALING WITH SIN AND IMPURITY (LEV 16:1–34): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

The Main Rites 

The second section is verses 11–28. It describes three main rites, each one focused on 

atoning for sin and impurity. This is significant because to do something three times is a way of 

emphasizing it. So, having these three rites here emphasizes the atonement is full and complete. 

THE FIRST RITE. The first rite is found in verses 11–19. Here we read of purification 

offerings, and these focus on cleansing the tent of meeting of the sins and impurities of the 

Israelites that are clinging to it like a defiling substance. The priest starts in the Most Holy Place 

(verses 11–16a), then goes to the Holy Place (verses 16b–17) and then to the courtyard (verses 

18–19). And what that means is that all places of the sanctuary are being cleansed. 

Most Holy Place. In terms of the first, the Most Holy Place (verses 11–16a), Aaron begins by 

creating this incense cloud, perhaps to shield himself from God’s glory or perhaps as a gesture of 

atonement as he approaches the Lord’s throne, or perhaps both. He sprinkles blood on the 

atonement cover, so called because atonement is made here, and he sprinkles blood before it as 

well. Now, since this atonement cover is on the ark, and since the ark represents God’s rule—

that’s His throne—and since sins are a rebellion against His rule, we can picture that the 

defilement would be clinging to this very place; and therefore, it makes sense for the atonement 

rite to happen at this very place as well. The sprinkling of blood is for cleansing, cleansing away 

the Israelites’ sins and impurities. He does this for the priest and for the people. (And by the way, 

you’ll sometimes hear it said here that he had a rope tied around his ankle in case he died while 

he was in the Most Holy Place. There is no evidence at all that this happened in OT times or in 

NT times, and so it’s best not to even mention it during preaching and teaching.) 

Holy Place. The next section here is in terms of the holy place (verses 16b–17), where the 

text says he is to do the same for the tent of meeting; that is to say, he is to put blood on one 

item, the incense altar, and sprinkle blood before it. 

Courtyard. In terms of the courtyard (verses 18–19), he cleanses the burnt offering altar and, 

in this way, makes it fit for use. 

When you pull these all together now, the entire sanctuary complex has been cleansed of sins 

and impurities. 

THE SECOND RITE. The second major rite, then, is found in verses 20–22. In the first 

series of rites here, sin and impurity—that is, 11–19—sin and impurity were a defiling substance 

that had to be cleansed. In this second series of rites, sin is like a lethal substance that has to be 

removed from the camp. Aaron does so by laying his hands on the head of the scapegoat and 

confessing all Israel’s sins. The goat then bears them out of the camp, never to return. The key 

for understanding this is that he bears away the sin but also bears the penalty of sin. The fact that 

the goat is seen, in a sense, as being responsible and bearing the penalty of sin is evident in many 

ways; you can see this in many ways. 

Sins on the Goat’s Head. First, you see that the sins are put on the goat’s head. In ancient 

Israel, if you put something on someone’s head, it was a way of saying they were legally 

responsible for it (compare 2 Sam 1:15–16). 
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He Will Bear Their Sins. Secondly, you see that the phrase here is he “will bear on itself all 

their sins” (verse 22). And the phrase to “bear sin” is used elsewhere to describe sin and the 

penalty for sin (compare Lev 5:1). 

To a Land Cut Off. Thirdly here, note that the goat goes “to a land cut off”; it’s a fairly literal 

translation of verse 22. The word for “cut off” here is built on a root that elsewhere describes 

being cut off from worship at the temple (2 Chr 26:21), being cut off from life (Lam 3:54), or 

being cut off from the Lord (Psa 88:5). It’s also important here to see that Isa 53 uses the 

language of Lev 16 to describe the Suffering Servant. He’s the one who “bore the sin of many” 

(verse 12) and was “cut off from the land of the living” (verse 8). The NT then comes along and 

uses the same language of Jesus, the ultimate Suffering Servant who bears others’ iniquity (Heb 

9:28; 1 Pet 2:24). 

THE THIRD RITE. The third rite here is then found in verses 23 and 24, and this consists of 

presenting burnt offerings on the altar of burnt offering in the courtyard. Because the priest here 

comes out of the immediate presence of the Lord, he changes into his regular priestly clothing. 

Verses 25 and 28 then pick up on various matters related to the above rites. 

This leads us to the third section, where the focus now is going to switch to the congregation. 
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DEALING WITH SIN AND IMPURITY (LEV 16:1–34): PART 3 

Important Details (continued) 

A Description of the Events of the Day of Atonement 

The third section is found in verses 29–31. Whereas the first section gave an overview of the 

high priest and the second section a description of events of the Day of Atonement at the 

tabernacle, the third section now switches focus to the duties of the congregation on this day. It 

focuses on what they must do and also the results. 

WHAT THEY MUST DO. In terms of what they must do, on the tenth day of the seventh 

month, which would be sometime in the harvest season in September or October, they could not 

do any work and must deny themselves, which refers at the least to fasting (compare Psa 35:13). 

The Israelites would do this fasting as an outward sign of an inward and contrite heart (compare 

1 Sam 7:6). The entire day is therefore set aside from regular activities to repent before the Lord. 

If there is no repentance, the ceremony itself is empty. 

THE RESULTS. In terms of the results, the passage emphasizes that they will be cleansed of 

all sin. Moral defilement will be taken away; defiled conscience will be cleansed. They can 

therefore continue in fellowship with the Lord; He no longer sees their sin when He looks at 

them. 

THE PURPOSE OF THE DAY. The final section in Lev 16 is in verses 32–34. On the one 

hand, it emphasizes that this day was to continue throughout the entire time of the Mosaic 

covenant; therefore, it mentions or describes how successive high priests have to take Aaron’s 

spot so that the day can continue. At the same time, a literal translation of these verses shows that 

the word “atonement” is mentioned five different times. You can compare here the NASB. This 

emphasizes the purpose of this day: dealing properly with sin and impurity so that sinful, impure 

people can be restored in their relationship with their holy redeeming King. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? I’ll mention at least two. 

The Lord Provides Complete Cleansing 

OLD TESTAMENT. First, the Lord is the one who provides complete cleansing here when it 

comes to His people’s sin and His people’s impurity. Think of how the three different series of 

rites here would work together. In the first, the purification offerings cleanse the defilement of 

sin and impurity from the tent of meeting and sanctuary and people themselves. In the second, 

the scapegoat bears away the lethal substance of sin outside the camp. In the third, the burnt 

offerings emphasize the atonement that’s been made. 

This is a very thorough, full cleansing when it comes to their sin and impurity. That’s what 

the Lord does for His people, and that’s why the psalmist can proclaim, “As far as the east is 

from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us” (Psa 103:12). The key here is 

to recognize that all of these provisions are from the Lord. He is the one who provides a means 

of complete cleansing for His people’s sins and impurities because of His love for them and 

desire for relationship with them. 
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NEW TESTAMENT. We see this with even more clarity in the NT. Romans 5:8 says, “But 

God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 

It’s no surprise, then, as mentioned earlier, that the NT presents Jesus’ priestly sacrificial 

ministry as the ultimate Day of Atonement. So, Jesus is the ultimate High Priest who enters into 

God’s throne room on our behalf. And so we read, “For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made 

with human hands that was only a copy of the true one; he entered into heaven itself, now to 

appear for us in God’s presence” (Heb 9:24). 

Unlike Aaron, He doesn’t enter with the blood of animals for His own sin. No, Jesus is a 

perfect High Priest, and thus He is the one who is able to be the perfect sacrifice. It’s His own 

blood He presents for cleansing His people’s sins, so in Hebrews 9:12 we read that Jesus “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, thus obtaining eternal redemption.” 

Of course, the cleansing that Jesus’ sacrifice accomplishes is full and complete. So we read, 

“How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself 

unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve 

the living God!” (Heb 9:14). If Israelites felt the burden of their sin lifted, felt their conscience 

cleansed on the Day of Atonement, how much more for the believer today because of what Jesus 

has done. 

The Necessity of a Repentant Heart 

This leads us to the second point: A repentant heart is necessary if we want to experience our 

sins being cleansed. We recognize just intuitively that a wedding ceremony is very empty if the 

bride and groom aren’t really committed to each other; aren’t entering into it with all their hearts. 

Well, it’s the same on this day. The Lord isn’t interested in His people performing ceremonies; 

He’s interested in them embracing His covenant from the heart and, therefore, Himself as 

covenant Lord. 

In this case, He invites the Israelites to enter into this ceremony by means of a repentant 

heart, a heart that says, “O Lord, most holy Lord, I am sinful; I am impure; I desperately need 

your cleansing. This day I turn from my sin; I look to you, Lord. In your mercy for me, in your 

love, forgive me. Lord, cleanse me so that I can draw near to you again and walk in your ways. 

Lord, I trust your provision of cleansing, your provision of atonement, and will follow you.” 

Today we do this in Jesus. To be a Christian is to trust in Jesus as the one who can cleanse us 

of all sin, the one who has borne our penalty. It means to trust Him, to turn from our sin to Him, 

to ask for His cleansing, and to follow Him—our great High Priest and sacrifice, the one who 

cleanses us and allows us to draw near to God. Jesus isn’t interested in our religiosity; He is 

interested in our lives. To believe in Him is to follow Him in all things. 
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Chapter 8  
Further Instructions on Proper Worship (Lev 17:1-16) 

SLAUGHTERING, EATING OF ANIMALS, AND USE OF THEIR BLOOD (LEV 17:1–16): 

PART 1 

Main Idea 

The laws of Lev 17 focus on properly sacrificing and eating animals and the proper use of 

their blood. The laws here emphasize the importance of worshiping the Lord alone, the 

importance of respecting His sovereignty over all of life, and the fact that this gracious Lord 

richly provides a means of atonement. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, Lev 17 is a transitional chapter. So, like 1–16, it speaks 

about things like sacrifice, the proper use of blood, and addressing ritual impurity; but like 

chapters 18–20, it will prohibit illicit worship practices. It serves, therefore, as a good transition 

as we go from 1–16 to 18–20; Lev 17 will be like a hinge in between. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of the chapter, there’s an introduction (verses 1–2), followed by five 

different sections. In the first, the focus is on no illicit worship. You must slaughter at the 

sanctuary (verses 3–7). In the second (verses 8–9), there’s a repetition of the same and an 

expansion to include the resident alien. In the third (verses 10–12), it focuses on, when sacrifice 

is slaughtered, how not to eat the meat—that is to say, red with blood—and the reason why this 

prohibition exists. In the fourth section (verses 13–14), the prohibition is applied on eating blood 

to meat from hunted game. And in the final section (verses 15–16), another issue related to 

eating animals is addressed—namely, how to purify yourself after eating certain types of meat. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. We’ll look at each of the five main sections. 

No Illicit Worship 

The first section, no illicit worship. You must slaughter at the sanctuary (verses 3–7). The 

situation that’s being addressed here is described in verse 7. Some of the Israelites are making 

offerings—sacrifices—to goat gods or, as sometimes translated, “goat idols”; that is to say, gods 

or idols that were in the form of goats. By the way, it might seem strange to us to worship 

something in the form of a goat, but for the Israelites this was no stranger than worshiping a god 

in the form of a calf. It might also seem strange to us that idolatry is being addressed here. 

Haven’t they got past idolatry yet? 

But we need to remember, in the ancient Near East, idolatry was as natural to the Israelites as 

materialism is natural to many people who live in the West today. It’s simply part of the air that 
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they breathe. At the same time, though, it was very natural; it was a very serious wrong. Note 

how verse 7 puts it: “to whom they prostitute themselves.” The metaphor here is in terms of 

engaging in sexual activity outside of the marriage covenant; that’s what the “prostitute 

themselves” metaphor calls to mind. And it’s an appropriate metaphor here because the Lord is 

in covenant relationship with the Israelites, and worshiping other gods was like being an 

adulterous spouse. 

How to stop this activity. The Lord requires the Israelites to slaughter all sacrificial animals 

at the tent of meeting. Now, there’s a debate here on whether this is just when the animal was a 

sacrifice or whether you had to always do this. In any case, at the least, it meant there were no 

sacrifices allowed anywhere else besides the tent of meeting. If this was disobeyed, the person 

would be “guilty of bloodshed” (verse 4), a phrase elsewhere used to refer to murder. The sense 

here is “Look, all life belongs to the Lord, and you can only take life in accord with His 

commands. To do otherwise is to be held responsible for that life.” The penalty here, then, is to 

be “cut off”; that is to say, excommunication or premature death. 

Repetition Prohibition and Expansion 

In the second section, we get a repetition of the same prohibition against illicit worship, and 

this time there’s an expansion to include the resident alien (verses 8–9). So, the prohibition from 

the first section is being repeated here, applied to the “resident alien,” which is sometimes 

translated with the word “foreigner.” But that translation is a bit too broad. The word in Hebrew 

here (ּגֵּר/ger) refers to a noncitizen that has the protections of the law and most rights of citizens. 

So a ger, a resident alien, in Israel wouldn’t have all rights; for example, couldn’t own land, 

which belongs to the Israelites alone. It’s kind of like a resident alien in the U.S. has the 

protections of the law and most rights but not all. For example, a resident alien can’t vote. 

The key here is that, on the one hand, this is protecting from foreign religions in the land; that 

is to say, resident aliens can’t worship their gods. At the same time, this law assumes that 

resident aliens can become part of the covenant community. So compare a verse like Exod 12:48, 

where we read, “A resident alien residing among you who wants to celebrate the LORD’s 

Passover”—the covenant meal— “must have all the males in his household circumcised; then he 

may take part like one born in the land.” The point is that resident aliens can participate in the 

blessings of covenant relationship with the Lord. And this itself is a pointer to a fulfillment of the 

promise to Abraham that “all peoples of the earth will be blessed through you” (Gen 12:3). 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider the third section. 
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SLAUGHTERING, EATING OF ANIMALS, AND USE OF THEIR BLOOD (LEV 17:1–16): 

PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Eating the Sacrificed Meat 

The third section is found in verses 10–12. It emphasizes that when the sacrifice is 

slaughtered how you must not eat the meat—that is to say, red with blood—and gives the reason 

why. Since some sacrifices were eaten by the Israelites, these verses are making clear what could 

not be eaten: the blood; that is to say, meat red with blood. We discussed that phrase earlier in 

Lev 3. The prohibition here is given twice in verses 10 and 12. 

In between is the rationale, and this is a key verse in Leviticus. Let me translate it fairly 

literally: “For the life of the body is in the blood, and I myself have given it to you on the altar to 

make atonement for your lives, for it is the blood, by means of the life, that makes atonement.” 

There are really three main statements here. 

THE LIFE OF THE BODY. First, “the life of the body is in the blood.” This makes sense. 

When the body loses blood, it is lifeless; and therefore, there is an equation here of blood with 

life. 

THE LORD’S SOVEREIGNTY OVER LIFE. Second, the Lord says, “and I myself have 

given it to you on the altar to make atonement for your lives.” You see here the Lord’s 

sovereignty over life. He is the one who gives it, because He is the one sovereign over it. You 

also see that the Lord explains that there is only one allowable use for sacrificial blood: making 

atonement. Indeed, the phrase here, “to make atonement for your lives,” occurs two other times 

in the Bible, and it means to make a ransom payment both times (Exod 30:15–16; compare Exod 

30:12; Num 31:50). That’s what the Lord allows the Israelites to do with sacrificial blood. Any 

other use, such as consuming it, is prohibited. 

HOW BLOOD ATONES. The third statement here shows how blood does atone: “for it is 

the blood, by means of the life, that makes atonement.” In other words, it’s a ransom payment, a 

mitigated penalty the Lord accepts to ransom the guilty life of the sinner from deserved justice. 

Now, you see, it’s a serious penalty—life itself—and this shows the seriousness of sin. It 

endangers your life because it’s rebellion against the King of life. 

The key here, though, is that it’s the Lord, as the offended party, who is allowing this 

substitute payment. You see this in the translation, “I myself.” The word “I” actually occurs 

twice here in the Hebrew to underscore it: “I myself have given it to you on the altar.” Sacrifice 

is certainly something the Israelites gave to God, but it’s first and foremost something that He 

gave to them. 

Prohibition on Eating Blood from Hunted Game 

The fourth section is in verses 13 and 14. It applies the prohibition on eating blood to meat 

from hunted game. Some animals could be eaten but not sacrificed; for example, deer or gazelles 

(see Deut 12:15). This section makes clear that their blood also can’t be eaten; therefore, the 

Israelites had to pour it out on the ground and cover it with earth. 
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Purification after Eating Certain Meats 

The final section is in verses 15–16. It addresses another issue here related to eating animals: 

How do you purify yourself after eating certain types of meat? For reasons the text doesn’t 

explain, animals that die naturally (“found dead”) or are killed by other animals (“torn by wild 

animals”) cause ritual impurity if eaten. Now, it wasn’t wrong to become impure, but you had to 

deal with the impurity properly. Here, you had to wash clothes, bathe, and wait until evening. 

In the next segment we’ll begin to consider some of the main lessons that the Lord is trying 

to teach by means of the laws of Lev 17. 
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SLAUGHTERING, EATING OF ANIMALS, AND USE OF THEIR BLOOD (LEV 17:1–16): 

PART 3 

Introduction 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? At least three may be identified. 

Worship the Lord Alone 

First, the Israelites must worship the Lord alone. He was their redeeming King—He was their 

covenant King—and you couldn’t enter into covenant relationship with more than one sovereign 

King. The Lord as sovereign God is the one worthy of our worship. Jesus picks up on this in the 

Sermon on the Mount when He says, “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the 

one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other” (Matt 6:24). We 

can’t have more than one throne in our heart; and on that throne, only one person has the right to 

sit: the Lord Himself. 

Show Respect to Life 

Second lesson: You show your respect to the Lord as sovereign King by showing respect to 

that which belongs to Him; namely, life itself. For Israel, that meant only using blood, which 

represented the life, as the Lord allowed: to make atonement. But this also points to a broader 

principle. Because all of life belongs to God, His followers should respect life in all of its forms; 

and so you can see this, for example, with human life. Leviticus 19 says, “Do not pervert justice; 

do not show partiality to the poor or favoritism to the great, but judge your neighbor fairly. Do 

not go about spreading slander among your people. Do not do anything that endangers your 

neighbor’s life. I am the LORD” (verses 15–16). 

You see this as well with animal life. In Proverbs 12:10 we read that “the righteous”—

remember, in the book of Proverbs, the word “righteous” is used to describe those who fear God 

and show His justice and care for the poor. Well, in 12:10 it says that “the righteous care for the 

needs of their animals.” That counts as righteous godly behavior according to the Lord. 

You even see this with plant life. And so, in Lev 25, the Lord says, “When you enter the land 

I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a Sabbath to the LORD. For six years sow 

your fields, and for six years prune your vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year 

the land is to have a year of sabbath rest, a sabbath to the LORD. Do not sow your fields or 

prune your vineyards” (verses 2–4). The Lord’s followers are caretakers of all of life because all 

of life belongs to their covenant Lord. When we show respect to these things, what we’re doing 

is saying, “This belongs to my Father.” 

The Lord Provides Atonement 

Old Testament 

Third lesson here: In the Lord’s mercy and love, He provides a way of atonement to be made. 

We see that especially in verse 11, where there is that extra “I” in the Hebrew: “I myself have 

given the blood to you on the altar to make atonement for your lives.” What you see here is that 

it’s the Lord, as the offended party, who is making ransom available. It’s an act of grace. 
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New Testament 

And in the NT, how much more. In the OT the Israelites still had to provide their own 

sacrifice; in the NT God Himself, the offended party, is the one who provides the ransom 

payment. Romans 5:8: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still 

sinners”—the offenders— “Christ died for us.” Unbelievably, the offended party is not only 

accepting ransom; He’s providing the ransom payment for guilty sinners. That is a God of love 

and of grace. 
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Chapter 9  
Living as the Lord’s Holy Nation (Lev 18:1-20:27) 

SEXUAL AND WORSHIP PRACTICES (LEV 18:1–30): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 18–20 is a section dealing with living as the Lord’s holy nation in all of life. 

Leviticus 18, the first chapter we’ll look at, has a series of laws forbidding various sexual and 

worship practices. The main idea is this: The chapter describes various sexual and worship 

practices that are practiced by the inhabitants of Canaan and that have called forth—resulted in—

the Lord’s judgment. The Israelites, as the Lord’s holy people, are to avoid these practices. Their 

sexual lives and their worship must honor the Lord. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, chapters 18–20 are not focused here as much on ritual 

purity and impurity as was the case in 11–15 and other parts of Lev 1–10; rather, they’re focused 

here on what might be called moral purity and impurity. The chapters themselves (18–20) form a 

chiasm. Chapter 18 commands the Israelites to be holy by not committing the unholy sexual and 

worship practices of the Canaanites; chapter 19 commands the Israelites to be holy by following 

the Lord’s holy laws; and then chapter 20 comes back, mirrors chapter 18, and here lists the 

penalties for the unholy sexual and worship practices that are described in chapter 18. 

Structure and Flow 

We turn to chapter 18 itself more specifically and look at the structure. We’ll see that it too is 

a chiasm; it has this mirror structure. It begins with an introduction that has a focus (“I am the 

LORD your God”; verses 1–5); then, in verses 6–23, it has a series of laws forbidding various 

worship and sexual practices; and then it has a conclusion with a focus, in verses 24–30—the 

focus again being “I am the LORD your God.” And the outside frames are explaining the inside 

section: Because the holy Lord is their God, these practices are forbidden. Followers of the Lord 

have the privilege of reflecting His holy character. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look, then, at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. We’ll look at the three main sections. 

“I Am the LORD Your God” 

The first is the introduction in verses 1–5. The focus here is on the fact that “I am the LORD 

your God.” In fact, three different times this is stated in these opening verses; and that phrase, “I 

am the LORD your God,” to an Israelite would recall a whole series of related ideas: “I am the 

LORD your God, the one who has redeemed you, who has entered into covenant relationship 

with you, and who has set you apart to be mine. I am the LORD your God. And for these 

reasons, you are to be distinct in terms of your worship and sexual practices when compared to 
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the land of Egypt from your past or the land of Canaan in your future. You are the LORD’s holy 

people.” 

The result of following the laws is described in verse 5. The person who obeys them will live 

by them. And this doesn’t simply mean “will live in accordance with them,” which would be 

redundant by saying the person who obeys them will live in accordance with them. Rather, it 

means the person who obeys them will live “by means of them,” because they mark out the 

sphere of the Lord’s favor. Verse 5 is not saying that doing them earns you salvation. No. The 

thought is more along the lines of the psalmist when he says that “the laws of the LORD are a 

lamp for my feet, a light on my path” (Psa 119:105). These laws mark out the field in which 

humanity prospers because they mark out the field in which the Lord walks. To walk in them is 

to walk in the Lord’s good favor. It explains why in Psa 119 the psalmist can delight in the law 

of the Lord. It is for our good; it is that we might prosper in terms of life. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider, then, the second section of this chapter. 
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SEXUAL AND WORSHIP PRACTICES (LEV 18:1–30): PART 2 

 

Important Details 

Introduction 

The second section of Lev 18 is in verses 6–23. Here, we have a series of laws forbidding 

various worship and sexual practices. Three types of sins in the Bible are especially defiling—

especially morally defiling—to both the sinner and the land. These sins are murder, idolatry, and 

sexual immorality. All three occur here. There are four sets of laws here: incest (verses 6–17 was 

addressing incest), laws addressing other sexual practices (verses 18–20), idolatry (verse 21), and 

other sexual practices (verses 22–23). And you can see that the last three sets of laws form their 

own chiasm: other sexual practices (verses 18–20), idolatry (verse 21), and other sexual practices 

(verses 22–23). We’ll consider all four sets of laws briefly. 

FIRST SET OF LAWS. The first set of laws is found in verses 6–17. Here, different forms of 

incest are forbidden. In clan societies, it was more common to marry within the clan; perhaps it 

was a way of strengthening clan ties or protecting property. But you couldn’t marry just anyone, 

and these laws explain who is forbidden in terms of who to marry. There are various practical 

benefits to these laws. On the one hand, it would protect the weakest members of society. So, 

these laws would protect children, for example, from their parents in terms of sexual advances or 

females from close male relatives. Remember, in a clan society, you might live very close to 

other members of the clan and so very close to other relatives. Here females would be protected 

from some of those close male relatives. Another advantage of these laws is that it avoids family 

strife. You can imagine, in a case of divorce, if very close relatives had married one another and 

then divorced, entire families would be torn apart if people begin to take sides. 

When it comes to the forbidden relationships that are described here in verses 7–17, moderns 

tend to think of incest only in terms of blood relatives. In Israel they thought in terms of blood 

relatives as well as marital relatives. Here the list forbids a man from sexual relations with—and 

I’ll just go quickly through the list: 

• His mother (verse 7) 

• His stepmother (verse 8) 

• His sister, or perhaps half-sister, which would of course imply his full sister as well 

(verse 9) 

• A granddaughter (verse 10), which would of course imply his own daughter as well, 

who is a far closer relative 

• A stepsister (verse 11) 

• The paternal or maternal aunt (verses 12–13) 

• A paternal uncle’s wife (verse 14) 

•  Daughter-in-law (verse 15), again, which would imply his own daughter, an even far 

closer relative 

• His brother’s wife (verse 16), assuming the brother is still living; if the brother had 

died, in certain situations, by the way, marrying her would be required (see Deut 

25:5–6) 

• A wife’s daughter or granddaughter is also prohibited (verse 17) 
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Again, in many instances here, you can see how this would protect the weakest members of 

society from improper sexual advances. 

By the way, it’s important to be aware here that some translations, in verse 7 and elsewhere, 

wrongly introduce the idea of “dishonor” into the translation. It’s literally (and here I’ll follow 

the ESV) “You shall not uncover the nakedness of your father, which is the nakedness of your 

mother.” The idea is “Don’t commit a shameful act by having sexual relations with the woman 

who’s a close relation of your father through sexual relationship.” The focus here is not on the 

dishonor to the father; it’s on the shamefulness of the incestuous act. 

SECOND SET OF LAWS. The second set of laws is then found in verses 18–20. These laws 

describe other sexual practices. 

Marriage to Two Sisters(?)/Wives(?). Verse 18 can be translated in two different ways. A 

more traditional translation would be along these lines: “Do not take your wife’s sister as a rival 

wife and have sexual relations with her while your wife is living.” In this translation, what’s 

being forbidden is marriage to two sisters at the same time. But this verse can also be translated, 

also, “You will not marry one woman in addition to another to be a rival wife and so commit a 

shameful act by having sexual relations with her in addition to the first wife during the first 

wife’s lifetime.” You can see—consider, for example, the NASB Wide Margin in this case. 

Either translation is possible grammatically. In support of the second translation, I would note 

that the Hebrew of verses 7–17 starts with the same word; verse 18 starts with a different word, 

and it suggests we’re moving to something other than incestuous relationships here being 

described. We can also note that the verse literally begins, “You shall not take one woman in 

addition to her sister.” And what’s important to note there is that the phrase “in addition to her 

sister” is the normal Hebrew way of saying “in addition to another.” Indeed, if in this verse you 

wanted to say “Don’t marry a woman and her sister,” you could have just said “a woman and her 

sister,” and that would have been much clearer, just like the phrase “a woman and her daughter” 

in the previous verse. 

In either case, whichever translation you go with, the focus here is not on incest but on the 

rivalry that results between the two women. And this is what was the goal of the law; it was to 

avoid this. And rivalry between two wives married to the same man was fairly common (Gen 

16:4; 29:21–30:24; 1 Sam 1:6). 

Sex with a Menstruating Woman. Verse 19, then, has a law prohibiting sex with a woman 

who was menstruating. The woman was very ritually impure during this time, and the man 

would become equally impure. And this is forbidden here, perhaps in order to prevent the man 

from willingly choosing to increase the risk of spreading impurity in the Lord’s camp. That 

might also explain why the penalty here is so severe. 

Adultery. Verse 20 describes adultery, and the word “neighbor” in this verse refers to anyone 

you had contact with on a regular basis. Now, that doesn’t mean you could commit adultery with 

other people’s wives that you didn’t interact with on a regular basis. And it doesn’t mean that 

married men could sleep with unmarried women; this is clearly disapproved of in the OT (1 Sam 

2:22; Hos 4:14). And husbands are exhorted to fidelity (Prov 5:15–23); and, of course, the same 

is true in the NT as well. Rather, the laws of the OT are often framed with the most common 

situation in mind, which would be, if you committed adultery, it’s usually with somebody that 

was close by.  
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SEXUAL AND WORSHIP PRACTICES (LEV 18:1–30): PART 3 

Important Details (continued) 

Third Set of Laws 

The third set of laws—or, really, a third set which equals one law—is found in verse 21. It 

describes idolatry and, in particular, Molech worship. It’s natural for this law to occur here. 

Idolatry, like sexual immorality, was defiling to both the sinner and the land, especially because, 

in this instance, it’s combined with murder, another sin that defiles the sinner and the land. The 

verse may be translated as follows: “Also, you will not dedicate any of your offspring to 

Molech—causing them to go into sacrificial fire—so as not to profane the name of your God; I 

am the LORD.” It’s clear from other texts that Canaanites were involved in this practice (Deut 

12:31; compare 2 Kgs 16:3). 

Of the phrase here, “to profane the name of your God,” it’s important to remember that the 

name represents the person. If you committed this act, you were basically saying there is no holy 

God in our midst. That’s what it means to profane God’s name. And so this act, for all sorts of 

reasons, is absolutely forbidden. You cannot sacrifice your children to Molech. 

Fourth Set of Laws 

The fourth set of laws is then found in verses 22 and 23, here describing other sexual 

practices. Verse 22 describes a man having sex with a man: “Do not have sexual relations with a 

man as one does with a woman; that is detestable.” Here the verse has consensual sex in view. 

You can see this because, in 20:13, both men are to be punished, and that doesn’t happen in the 

case of rape (compare Deut 22:25–27). 

The act here is called “detestable,” sometimes translated with the word “abomination.” That 

word can refer to acts that are detestable simply for cultural reasons; for example, the Egyptians 

thought it was detestable to eat with the Israelites (Gen 43:32). But most often, the word is used 

to refer to acts that are detestable because they go against the moral fiber of God’s created 

world—for example, with idolatry (Deut 7:25–26) or cheating others financially (Deut 25:13–

16). 

The Israelites here would have read this in the second context—that is to say, as detestable—

because it goes against the moral fiber of God’s universe. They would have read it that way 

because they would have seen it against the backdrop of Gen 1 and 2, which, as we saw earlier, 

was a really important backdrop to Leviticus as a whole. What that meant is that the men 

described here are denying the Lord’s intention for sexuality. By the way, it’s interesting to note 

that when Jesus looks for a model of marriage, which is the only place that you can express 

sexuality, He looks to Gen 1 and Gen 2. In Matthew 19:4 He quotes Gen 1:27 (“male and 

female”), and in 19:5 He quotes Gen 2:24 (“shall cleave to his wife”). Jesus reads Genesis 1 and 

2 together, talking about marriage; it’s for male and female. 

Verse 23 goes on to describe bestiality, which was known in Canaan. In fact, Hittite laws 

forbid certain types of bestiality but permit other types. Here, the prohibition is absolute. The 

Lord has designed sex not only for heterosexual relationship but for human relationship. 
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Conclusion: “I Am the LORD” 

Abominations Defile the Land 

The third section of this chapter is then found in verses 24–30. It’s a conclusion with this 

focus again: “I am the LORD your God.” There is a contrast in this section. The inhabitants of 

the land had defiled themselves and the land (verses 24–25); as a result, the Lord was going to 

cleanse it. He was going to drive them out, either by having them flee in terror or being defeated 

in war. And this was a punishment that fit the crime; if you defile the land, it spits you out. The 

land is actually spoken here in very human terms. It’s going to vomit them out as though their 

defilement sickens it. The world was created to be a place of purity and peace, not a place of evil 

and defilement. 

Keeping God’s Law 

By contrast, Israel is to follow God’s laws, not the nation’s practices (verses 26–30). They 

are to bring about, in other words, the type of land that God intends—one of justice and mercy 

and goodness and peace—and to do so because the Lord is their God. It’s their privilege to 

imitate Him. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people, and how do 

those lessons apply to us today? Two main lessons here are closely related. 

Setting Themselves Apart 

First, in matters of sexuality and worship, the Israelites are to set themselves apart from the 

nations by following the Lord’s commands, not the nation’s practices. 

Sexuality 

With sexuality, this is a good gift of God. It was present in Eden. It was spoken of positively 

throughout the Bible (Prov 5; Song of Songs), but it’s designed to be used in specific context, 

heterosexual marriage, and not with very close relatives. The Lord gives careful commands to 

help His people know how to use sexuality in accordance with His design. To go against this is 

to go against His design and thus against Him. 

Worship 

As for worship, we’re made for relationship with the Lord. To worship other deities is to 

deny our Maker, to betray our Redeemer, to rebel against the King. Here, the focus especially is 

on not dedicating children to other gods. Stated positively, as followers of the Lord, we are to 

raise our children to know their Maker, their Redeemer, their King (compare Eph 6:4). 

Marking Out Humanity’s Path and Experience 

OLD TESTAMENT. This leads to the second main lesson. The Lord’s commands mark out 

the field in which humanity was made to walk and to experience the Lord’s good favor. Verse 5 

emphasizes that the Lord’s commands are meant to lead to life. This is not talking about earning 

salvation. No. Rather, it’s talking about the Lord’s commands marking out the field of His favor. 

They help to keep us close to our King, letting us know the paths that He walks in. They mark 

out the borders of His kingdom and thus the sphere of His favor and blessing. They help us to 
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know how to live life as we have been created to live so that we can be like a fish in the water or 

a bird in the sky or a leopard on the land. Walking in these paths is to walk with the Lord. 

NEW TESTAMENT. Jesus picks up on similar themes when He says (John 15:5), “I am the 

vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 

from me you can do nothing.” To walk with Jesus is to walk in His paths, obeying Him. And this 

leads to a life bursting with the fruit of His goodness, His justice, His mercy, His love, and also 

keeps us close to Him. To be in close relationship with the Lord, to be in fellowship with Him—

that is life as God intended, and it’s rich and it’s full and it’s life-giving. 
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HOLY PRACTICES FOR HOLY PEOPLE (LEV 19:1–37) 

Main Idea 

The main idea of Lev 19: This chapter describes what holy living is to look like in the 

Israelites’ lives. While chapters 18 and 20 focus on what the Israelites must not do in order to be 

holy, this chapter describes what not to do as well as what they must do in order to be holy. It 

covers so many different areas it becomes clear that, in all of life, Israelites are to reflect the 

Lord’s holy character, not only in what they avoid but also in what they practice. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, as we noted at chapter 18, 18–20 form a chiasm. Chapter 18 

commands the Israelites to be holy by not committing the unholy sexual and worship practices of 

the Canaanites. Chapter 20 will come and mirror that by describing the penalties for those who 

commit unholy sexual or worship practices. Chapter 19 in the middle commands the Israelites to 

be holy by following the Lord’s holy laws. So, the outer frame is focused on what not to do and 

the inner frame on what not to do as well as what to do to be holy people. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of Lev 19 itself, it consists of three sections. There’s an introduction 

focused on being holy because the Lord is holy (verses 1–2); then there’s a series of specific 

commands about holy living (verses 3–36); and finally, there’s a conclusion emphasizing the 

importance of obedience and, by way of implication, of being holy (verse 37). Significantly, the 

phrase “I am the LORD” or “I am the LORD your God” occurs sixteen times in this chapter, and 

that underscores that the Lord is the model of holiness and also underscores that when the Lord 

redeems people to be His, He redeems them for a specific way of life, a missional way of life in 

which they reflect His holiness into the world. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. There are three different sections. 

“Holy You Shall Be, For Holy Am I” 

The first is the introduction in verses 1 and 2. Verse 2 can be literally translated, “Holy you 

shall be, for holy am I, the LORD your God.” Note two things about this verse: First, the word 

“holy” is being put first in the phrases. It’s clearly the focus of this chapter; it’s a requirement of 

the Lord’s people. Why? This leads to the second observation: “Holy am I, the LORD your 

God.” The focus here is not on ritual holiness; it’s on moral holiness, holiness of character, the 

fact that the Lord is utterly distinct in terms of His moral purity, and His people have the 

privilege of reflecting that into the world. They’re called to be holy because they belong to a holy 

God. Well, how are they to do that? This leads to the second section. 

Commands Explaining Holy Living 

The second section is in verses 3–36, a series of commands explaining holy living. There are 

tons of details here. I’m going to begin with one general observation and then make some 

comments on a few select verses. 



 

Living as the Lord’s Holy Nation (Lev 18:1-20:27)

  277 

 

The general observation is simply this: There are a wide range of issues covered in these 

verses. We get laws on family (verses 3, 29), worship (verses 3–8, 26–28, 30–31), business 

practices (verses 9–10, 13b, etc.), proper treatment of the poor and disadvantaged (verses 9–10, 

13–14, 33–34), laws about law courts (verses 15–16, 35a), laws about ritual practices (verse 

19b), and laws about social interactions in general (verses 11–12, 17–18, etc.). The key here is 

this: Holiness is not restricted to religious practices. All of life is involved because all of life is a 

stage on which the people of God are to demonstrate the holy character of their holy God. 

LEAVING FOOD FOR THE POOR AND THE RESIDENT ALIEN. The first are verses 9–

10. The emphasis here is on leaving food for the poor as well as for the resident alien who, of 

course, would be disadvantaged because they were in a new land, often would not know rules or 

customs or language, and could be taken advantage of very easily. It’s interesting to note here 

that the food is left in such a way that it also provides an opportunity for dignity for those 

gathering it; they’re working to collect this food. The key here to note is that holy living here 

demonstrates itself by caring for those who are in need. And there are scores of laws for the 

covenant people on this theme (Exod 22:25–27; Lev 25:35–37; etc.). In doing so, they’re going 

to reflect the Lord’s own care for these people. In fact, this chapter returns to this theme in verses 

33–34, where it emphasizes that the Lord has shown you care when you were disadvantaged and 

that you should reflect that same love to the disadvantaged of the society today. 

LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF. 

A second set of verses I’d like to focus on are verses 17 and 18. Verse 18, of course, is one of 

the most famous verses in the Bible: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” But to understand this 

verse, we must see it in context. There is this contrast here between hating (verse 17) and loving 

(verse 18), and in both instances, these aren’t, first and foremost, feelings; they are actions. So 

you see this in verse 17, which is more literally translated, “You shall not hate your brother in 

your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your brother, lest you incur sin because of him.” 

That is to say, if someone wrongs you, don’t let your anger express itself in sinful action: 

revenge. That’s what the hating is here. It’s an action: revenge. Instead, talk to the person about 

it. Show them their wrong for the sake of restoring peace. 

That, in fact leads us to verse 18: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the 

sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Again, you can see here 

it’s an action, forgiveness, not holding a grudge; that’s what love of neighbor is. And in doing so, 

you’re showing the Lord’s holy character to others by being willing to forgive. This is incredibly 

practical. 

Prohibitions against Pagan Practices 

NO BLOODY MEAT OR DIVINATION. A third set of verses to consider are verses [26–

28]. Here, you have prohibitions against a series of pagan practices. For eating meat with blood 

in the first half verse 26, I’d refer you to our earlier comments on Lev 3 and 17. For practicing 

divination or seeking omens (in the second half of verse 26), what’s going on here is that there is 

this desire to know the future, and it involves seeking knowledge about the future from other 

gods, which is, of course, to abandon faith in Yahweh or to be faithless, at least, to Him in terms 

of turning to these other gods. It’s also a simple lack of trust in the Lord as the one who is 

sovereign over your future. Those who know the Lord don’t need to worry about the future or try 

to figure it out this way; they know that the Lord is in control. 
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NO PAGAN MOURNING RITES. In verses 27–28, various pagan mourning rites are being 

referred to here, such as various hairstyles or beard styles or even cutting yourself for the dead. 

And you can compare here Lev 21:4–5 and Deut 14:1. The second half of verse 28 talks about 

tattooing yourself, which refers to some sort of marking on the body. We’re not actually sure if it 

was an actual tattoo or whether it was something like paint; it’s not entirely clear. But again, the 

context suggest that this was tied into pagan practices and thus to be avoided. In a modern 

context, of course, this is not necessarily tied in with pagan practices and thus not necessarily 

prohibited today, although we can still ask, “Is it wise to get a tattoo; and if so, what does it mean 

to do so wisely?” 

“Keep All My Decrees and All My Laws and Follow Them” 

The third section of chapter 19 is in verse 37. Here we come to the conclusion, “Keep all my 

decrees and all my laws and follow them. I am the LORD.” The chapter thus begins with a 

command to be holy, gives a series of commands, and now has this final exhortation to keep the 

commands. In other words, you’ll reflect the Lord’s holy character by obeying His law. Laws 

embody the values of the lawgiver. Follow the laws, and you embody those values for the world 

to see. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? I’ll note at least three. 

Living Holy Lives 

First, we live holy lives by imitating the Lord. The Lord is the ultimate model and standard 

of holiness. On the one hand, humanity is created to reflect His image. To be fully human is to 

flesh out the Lord’s character in our own lives. This is what we’ve been made for. At the same 

time, Israel in particular is called to do this, and that’s why we get this refrain, “I am the LORD 

your God”; that is, the one who has chosen and given you this special privilege as a kingdom of 

priests, as a holy nation, to reflect His character into the world. 

Peter applies this, naturally, to believers today who have the same mission of reflecting 

God’s holy character into the world. And so he says, “But just as he who called you as holy, so 

be holy in all you do; for it is written, ‘Be holy because I am holy’” (1 Pet 1:15–16). This is the 

privilege of the people of God. 

Obeying the Lord’s Laws 

A second point here: The way that we imitate the Lord’s holiness is by obeying His laws. 

You see this again especially in verse 37. Remember that laws reflect the values of the lawgiver. 

To obey these laws is, then, to live out God’s character and values into the world. And we see 

here that it’s not just by avoiding certain practices, like lying, but also doing certain practices, 

like justice, forgiveness, and love. We are in His image, and an image is something you reflect. 

And we image God well when we reflect His mercy and peace and goodness and love into the 

world. It’s not just something you avoid. You’re not holy simply by avoiding things; you’re holy 

by doing things. 
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Holiness in All Life 

Third point here: This is something that we’re to do in all of life. Holiness is not just about 

doing church things or religious things. No, it shows up in how we love our neighbors, how we 

treat the poor, how we pursue justice, how we speak with honesty, and how we respect our 

parents and the elderly. All of life is to be this demonstration of the love and goodness and 

justice and mercy of the Lord. 

Indeed, when Jesus looks for a model of the holy love of neighbor that’s commanded here in 

verse 18, He tells a story about a Samaritan who rescues an enemy from danger, washes his 

wounds, and pays for his hotel bill (Luke 10:29–37). You see, it’s not just about religious duties; 

it’s about showing God’s love in relationships, in all of life, in very practical ways. 

That’s not how I grew up thinking about being holy, but that’s how Leviticus thinks of it. 

That’s how Jesus thinks of it. What would happen if we all begin to think of holiness in that 

same way? 
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DIVINATION AND VARIOUS SEXUAL AND WORSHIP PRACTICES (LEV 20:1–27): 

PART 1 

Main Idea 

The main idea of chapter 20 is that the Lord’s holy people are to demonstrate to the world 

that they’ve been set apart as the people of a holy Lord by following His holy commands, 

especially with reference to their sexual lives and their worship practices. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the larger literary context, we already noted at chapter 18 that chapters 18–20 

form a chiasm. Chapter 18 commands the Israelites to be holy by not committing the unholy 

sexual practices and worship practices of the Canaanites. Chapter 19 commands them to be holy 

by avoiding certain things and doing other things. And now this chapter comes back around, 

parallel to chapter 18, and is going to describe the penalties for the unholy sexual and worship 

practices described in chapter 18. We can also note that chapter 18 was apodictic law: You shall 

not do x, y, or z. Here in chapter 20, we’re dealing with case law: If a person does x, y, or z, then 

this is the penalty. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, it’s organized in two complementary ways. 

Theme 

On the one hand, it’s organized by theme. So, just as Lev 18–20 as a whole is a chiasm, this 

chapter is also set up as a chiasm: 

  [A] Laws against Molech worship and divination (verses 1–6) 

  [B] Exhortation to be holy (verses 7–8) 

  [X] Laws against dishonoring parents and sexual immorality (verses 9–21) 

  [B′] Exhortation, again, to be holy (verses 22–26) 

  [A′] A law against divination (verse 27) 

What this means, when you take that all together, is that the rationale for the commands in 

the first, third, and fifth sections is found in the second and fourth sections. In other words, 

because you’re called to be the Lord’s holy people (second and fourth section), therefore, obey 

His holy commands in these areas (first, third, and fifth sections). 

Penalty 

The other way this chapter is arranged is by penalty. Three penalties are mentioned in this 

chapter, and the laws are arranged from most to least severe. In the opening laws the penalty is 

death. You see this especially in verses 2–6, 9–17, and then right at the end in verse 27. The 

second penalty, a bit less severe, is being cut off (verses 17–19). And the third penalty, a bit less 

severe still, is the sinner’s genealogy coming to an end in Israel (verses 20–21). 

In terms of the three penalties, with regard to death, it was usually carried out by the 

covenant community, and stoning was the regular way of carrying out the penalty. In terms of 
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being “cut off,” this refers to excommunication at the least, being cast out of the land, and, at 

times, premature death. In terms of the genealogy coming to an end, the person isn’t cast out of 

the land or out of the covenant community, but they have no ongoing place among the covenant 

people with regard to their genealogy. 

Important Details 

Let’s turn now to look at some of the most important details here. Again, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. Five main sections. 

Laws against Molech Worship and Divination 

MOLECH WORSHIP (VERSES 1–5). First, laws against Molech worship and divination 

(verses 1–6). Molech worship was already discussed at Lev 18. What happened was you would 

burn your children in fire as a way of dedicating them to Molech. This was the worst of the 

worst; it was idolatry combined with murder. And the members of the community were to carry 

out the penalty here. This would be a public affirmation of the evil. Verse 3, in fact, underscores 

that the Lord Himself will set His face against the sinner. The way He would do this would be 

either through the community judgment, or some have even suggested this refers to the Lord 

bringing judgment to bear in the life to come. 

If the community did not carry out the penalty, then the Lord Himself sets His face against 

the person and his “family.” That’s how some versions translate it. Perhaps it’s better to translate 

it as “clan”; that is, the ones who would have been most immediate to the sinner and known what 

the sinner had done and yet refused to bring justice to bear. The penalty here is that they would 

be “cut off,” and the form of the verb suggests that it’s premature death in particular that’s in 

view. The Lord would see that justice is done. 

SEEKING DIVINATION (VERSE 6). Verse 6 talks about mediums and spiritists, and this is 

where you’re seeking other gods and not trusting in the Lord for the future. Here it’s the Lord’s 

opposition in particular that’s mentioned, perhaps because this would often be a secret sin 

(compare 1 Sam 28:8) so that the community might not always know. But this verse underscores 

there’s really no such thing as a secret sin; the Lord sees all and will see that justice is done. 

Be Holy 

The second section, in verses 7–8, is the first of two exhortations to be holy because the Lord 

is their God and has set them apart. The second exhortation will come down in verses 20–26, and 

we’ll comment more at that time. 

Laws against Dishonoring Parents and Sexual Immorality 

Third segment here (verses 9–21) concerns laws against dishonoring parents and laws against 

sexual immorality. 

CURSED OR DISHONORED? In verse 9 there’s a question here on whether we should 

translate that the person has “cursed” their parents or “dishonored” their parents. It seems that 

“dishonor” is perhaps a better choice. You can compare here Deut 27:16, where you have the 

same command but a different word that’s used that clearly means “to dishonor.” An example of 

what dishonoring your parents looks like is found in Deut 21:18–20. This is not just the regular 

disobedience that comes along with childhood. No, this is a total rejection of the parents and, 
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therefore, of the covenant Lord. The assumption is the parents are raising this child to know who 

the covenant Lord is and to follow the covenant Lord. And it’s not just a small child in view 

here. No, it’s an adult child in view. You can see in Deuteronomy they are called a “drunkard.” 

That’s not a term you used for a small child. 

Here and throughout the chapter, what’s important is to see that the court makes the final 

decision (compare Deut 21:19). What that means is that the guilty party has the full access to the 

protections of the law but also is certainly responsible for the judgments that the court will 

decide. 

WHY IS THIS LAW HERE? Why is this law here? Well, the following laws are also dealing 

with family; and therefore, perhaps it made sense to place this law with those other laws. 

A SERIES OF LAWS. In verses 10–21 we get a series of laws. I’m just going to make a few 

highlights along the way. Verse 10 is describing adultery. This is not describing rape; in which 

case the innocent party was not punished (Deut 22:25–27). No, this is adultery, and thus both 

parties are punished. The same is going to be true when you get to verse 13. It’s consensual, and 

thus both parties are punished. 

In verse 14 it describes a man marrying a mother and daughter at the same time; and again, 

the assumption is that this is consensual, and so all are punished. The burning that’s mentioned 

here would probably be of the corpses after they’ve been executed (cf. Josh 7:25). 

In verses 15–16 we might ask, why kill the animal? The answer might be that it may have 

been viewed as a willing participant. Other laws also treat animals as being liable under the law 

(cf. Gen 9:5). 

In verses 17–19 the penalty now switches to being “cut off,” which is exile or death, but here 

most likely exile. If it was death, you wouldn’t need to switch language in verses 17–19 to being 

“cut off.” The crimes are serious here but a bit less so than the previous. In verse 18, unlike 

15:24, which presumes the couple did not know before sex that the woman was menstruating, 

here the law assumes this is done intentionally. And it’s one of the only times in the Bible where 

it’s wrong to become ritually impure, perhaps because of the severity of the impurity. That is to 

say, by willingly becoming this impure, you’re risking spreading impurity more in the holy camp 

because you’re now as impure as the person you’ve come into contact with. 

In verses 20–21 the penalty is dying childless, which means either having no kids—so the 

term can be used that way in a place like Gen 15:2–3—or, because the genealogy is no longer 

counted and comes to an end, you’re considered childless (Jer 22:30). This is a lesser penalty 

than the above but still serious because, if you’re an Israelite, you long for an ongoing place of 

your name among God’s covenant people. 

By the way, we can just point out here that some translations use the language of “dishonor,” 

but it’s better to translate, instead of “dishonors his uncle” (verse 20), to translate with “has 

shameful sexual relations with his uncle’s wife and blood.” The same is true in verse 21. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider the fourth section of this chapter. 
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DIVINATION AND VARIOUS SEXUAL AND WORSHIP PRACTICES (LEV 20:1–27): 

PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

An Exhortation to Be Holy 

The fourth section is found in verses 22–26. This is an exhortation to be holy. The focus 

begins here with a negative contrast: “Don’t be like the nations” (verse 22–24a). The Lord has 

cast the nations out because of their evil and has given the land instead to Israel. And the land 

here is described as one that’s flowing with milk, which was an important food source with 

important nutrients in it, and honey, which could refer to the honey of bees or perhaps also to the 

nectar that comes from various fruits. In other words, this was a lush and verdant land. 

This section then takes a positive turn (24b–26). The key here is that the entire chapter up to 

this point has been about moral purity, not ritual purity. Here, though, we get a law on following 

ritual purity laws about animals. It seems to come out of nowhere. Why is it here? To underscore 

that these laws about ritual purity and impurity are a sign or a reminder to you. Just as you make 

distinctions here at the ritual level, so too be a people who make distinctions at the moral level. 

The Lord has set you apart as distinct, not just from a ritual perspective but also from a moral 

perspective, in order that you might show the nations that you belong to the most holy Lord. 

A Law against Doing Divination 

The fifth section has a law against divination (verse 27). The earlier law (verse 6) was about 

those seeking people who did divination; this law is about those who are doing it. 

Key Lessons 

What were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how do 

those lessons apply to us today? Chapter 18 gave prohibitions; here, we read of the penalty for 

breaking those prohibitions. And we can learn at least three lessons from this. 

Sin Is Serious 

The first is simply this: that sin is very serious. We discussed in earlier segments that 

Leviticus can be thought of as a story in which the divine King is dwelling in the midst of Israel. 

That’s the overarching true metaphor for what’s going on here: the divine King dwelling in the 

midst of Israel, giving them His laws for the good of the people and for the good of the world. 

That means sin is doubly serious. It’s rebellion against the King, and it’s damage to His world. 

It’s no surprise that He’s going to bring His justice to bear. 

Addressing Sin 

The second point here is that the Lord’s people must address sin in their midst. Because the 

Israelites are called to be the Lord’s holy people, they’re expected to seek the purity of the 

people as a whole. Here the focus is on especially serious sin, and it’s expected that the covenant 

people of God will hold other covenant members accountable. We do not love our covenant 

brothers and sisters well by ignoring serious sin. 
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Expecting Justice 

A third point here: If we continue in sin, we should expect to experience the Lord’s justice. 

You can see this especially here in verses 4 and 5, where, if the people don’t carry out justice 

against rebels, the Lord at some point will. That makes us think of Paul’s warning in Gal 6:7: 

“Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” 

At the same time here, it’s important to point out that the Lord’s desire is not ultimately to 

judge. Verses 7–8 and 22–26 show that His desire is for His people to follow His laws and in this 

way show the world what humanity is to live like and what the holy Lord of humanity is like. 

This is His mission for us as His people; and it’s not just a mission—it’s a privilege—to show all 

the world the holy, loving, just, and good character of our holy and loving God. 
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Chapter 10  
Revering the Lord’s Holiness (Lev 21:1-24:23) 

PRIESTS AND HOLY THINGS (LEV 21:1–24): PART 1 

The Lord’s Holy Property 

Leviticus 21–24 is centered around the Lord’s holy property and holy times and, especially, 

showing proper respect and reverence to these things. To disrespect or dishonor these holy things 

is to do so to the Lord Himself. He calls His people here, instead, to guard or protect that which 

is holy and to show the world what He values and what matters to Him. I’ll begin by considering 

Lev 21:1–24. 

Main Idea 

The main idea in this chapter is that it focuses on ways in which priests, in particular, are to 

respect that which the Lord sets aside as holy. Of course, when the priests do this, they not only 

show respect to the holy Lord; they also model for the Israelites the importance of doing so. The 

focus here is on doing this at the ritual level, but this, of course, is a pointer to moral realities as 

well-meaning that the priests, in particular, are to be models of those who care much about 

respecting and fostering holiness in our world. The leaders of the Lord’s people bear extra 

responsibility for modeling to the Lord’s people how to show reverence to the Lord by 

respecting and spreading that which is holy. 

Literary/Historical Context 

For the literary context here, this section continues a theme of the previous section. In 

Leviticus 18–20 there was a strong focus on various aspects of holiness—moral holiness—and 

what it meant to live holy lives at the moral level. This section (Lev 21) introduces Lev 21–24, in 

which there’s also a strong focus on holiness, this time on ritual holiness and respecting that 

which is ritually holy within the camp and community. So, there’s a natural flow here, especially 

because ritual laws are to be reminders of moral realities. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter in particular, we are back now in the realm of 

apodictic law, not case law, so we’ll find here a series of commands simply telling priests what 

they may and may not do. In this section, four different topics are addressed: first, what regular 

priests may and may not do in terms of mourning and marriage (verses 1–8); second section, a 

command regarding a priest’s daughter (verse 9); the third, what the high priests may and may 

not do in terms of mourning and marriage (verses 10–15); and then, finally, what priests with 

physical blemishes may and may not do at the tabernacle (verses 16–24). 

Important Details 

Let’s start with some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have your 

Bible open in front of you. 
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Purity in Terms of Mourning Rites and Marriage 

The first section (verses 1–8): This addresses regular priests and commands them to maintain 

purity in terms of mourning rites and marriage. 

MOURNING. Verses 1–6 are about mourning; that is to say, mourning for somebody who’s 

died. This resulted in ritual impurity, but the priests are holy. So how do those two go together? 

Verses 1–4 say that they can’t become impure for just anyone, though for those closest to them 

they can engage in mourning rites, and this is a merciful provision of the Lord. We can point out 

here, by the way, that the wife is not listed, but that’s probably because she was assumed; she 

was, after all, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh. While the priests were enabled to mourn in 

some instances, however, they cannot engage in pagan mourning rites. That’s what verse 5 

underscores (compare Lev 19:2]–28). 

MARRIAGE. Verses 7 and 8, then, are about marriage. They must not marry women defiled 

by prostitution or divorced from their husbands. Why? Here in this context, the focus is on the 

priests’ holiness. Certain sins were seen to be especially defiling: idolatry, murder, sexual 

immorality. This defilement was not appropriate for anyone but especially not appropriate for a 

holy priest. 

When it comes to prostitution, then, this obviously involves sexual immorality. And this law 

draws a hard and fast line between a holy priest and that type of defilement. We might ask, but 

what if a person has repented and this sin is in the past? The Lord here chooses not to engage in 

all of the ifs, ands, or buts. For Israel He is simply drawing a hard and fast line in order to keep 

her spiritual leaders separate from sexual immorality. 

In terms of divorce, the law might have the same purpose, not because divorce is always due 

to sexual immorality but because it can be in at least two different ways, and the text might be 

assuming one or both of these. The first way is that sexual immorality was perhaps one of the 

most common reasons for divorce, either because someone had been unfaithful or was suspected 

of that. Second is that this law was also meant to prevent a situation of a wife divorcing her 

husband in order to marry a priest, which would be a technical way to avoid the charge of 

adultery (“I divorced my husband before I married a priest”), but it would still be considered 

adultery in the Lord’s eyes nonetheless. Imagine one member of the church divorcing their 

spouse simply because they wanted to marry the pastor. That wouldn’t technically be adultery, 

but it would be viewed as a form of an affair by the congregation and by the Lord. 

This Lord, therefore, sets a boundary so that no priest can be accused of the defilement that 

comes from sexual immorality. 

In the next segment we’ll continue through and begin with the second section of this chapter. 
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PRIESTS AND HOLY THINGS (LEV 21:1–24): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Penalty for the Priest’s Daughter Who Commits Prostitution 

The second section of Lev 21 is found in verse 9. Here, we read of the penalty for the priest’s 

daughter who commits prostitution. There are three things here that are important to note. 

DEATH PENALTY. The first is that the capital penalty  ̧the death penalty, was for adult 

children, male or female, who rebelled against parents. We saw this already in Lev 20:9 

(compare Deut 21:18–20). Rebelling against your parents—it’s not just women that were put to 

death; men were equally as well. 

BURNING THE WOMAN/CORPSE. The second is to point out that the burning here is 

likely not referring to burning the woman alive. Elsewhere, burning refers to the burning of the 

corpse after the person has already been executed (compare Josh 7:25). The burning perhaps 

signifies complete removal from the covenant people. Not even your bones are left among them. 

WHY BURNING? The third, then, is to ask, why burning here? Why have this extra penalty? 

The presence of this penalty suggests that the sin is especially severe. The woman here has not 

only dishonored her parents; she’s dishonored someone the Lord has set apart as holy. To 

disregard what the Lord sets apart as holy is to disregard the Lord Himself, to say His view of 

holiness means nothing, and to seek to undo holiness in this world and to promote impurity 

instead. 

Rules for the High Priests about Mourning and Marriage 

The third section consists of rules for high priests about mourning and marriage (verses 10–

15). The rules here are stricter than the rules for a regular priest because of the high priest’s 

higher state of holiness. 

MOURNING. Verses 10–12 describe mourning rites. The high priest cannot engage at all in 

ritually defiling mourning rites, so he’s commanded not to leave the sanctuary (verse 12), which 

in this context would refer to not leaving the sanctuary to go and mourn. Aaron the high priest 

obviously was not always at the sanctuary (see Num 12:1–4), so the command here refers to not 

leaving in order to go and mourn. 

MARRIAGE. In verses 13–15 we see the same restrictions as those for a regular priest and 

also that he cannot marry a widow. He must marry a virgin, and one from his own people. Why? 

The next high priest had to be a child of the current high priest and had to be from the tribe of 

Levi (compare Exod 29:29–30; Num 3:1–10). This law made sure that both things happened. If 

not, he disqualified or profaned his offspring; they could not serve as high priest. 

Rules for Aaron’s Descendants Serving as Full Priests 

The fourth section has rules for which descendants of Aaron can serve as full priests (verses 

16–24). The point of verses 17 and 23 is that those with a physical blemish may not function as 

regular priests. Why is that? Why would this profane—treat as non-holy—the Lord’s sanctuary 

(verse 23)? The text doesn’t say, but there are at least two possible suggestions, both coming 

from the symbolism of the tabernacle. The first is that the sanctuary was to represent Eden (Gen 

1–2), so there are all sorts of parallels between the tabernacle and the garden of Eden. That’s 

where God walks, for example, and the entrance is to the east, etc. Thus, everything there is to 
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symbolize perfection. That could be the first rationale here. The second is that the priests 

represent the Lord to Israel and, for this reason, again, are to be without blemish physically, as a 

sign that the Lord is without blemish in any way. To disregard either of these is to disregard the 

purpose of the tabernacle or of the priests. That might be the rationale behind these laws. 

What is key here, though, is this: that those described here can still eat food that only priests 

can eat (verse 22). Priests’ families could eat holy food, but only priests could eat most holy 

food, and they had to do so in the courtyard. And the fact that these priests could still do it 

emphasizes that these are still His priestly servants; still welcome to the table of the King and, if 

welcomed, to be treated with the full honor due the servant of the King of heaven. 

Key Lessons 

What were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how do 

those lessons apply to us today? At least two lessons might be mentioned. 

Called to Holiness 

OLD TESTAMENT. First, the leaders of the Lord’s people are especially called to holiness. 

On the one hand, they serve in the holy courts of the holy King. He’s entrusted them with the 

proper care of His holy property, and they show Him due respect by maintaining their own 

holiness, so they don’t defile that holy property. To defile it is not only unfaithfulness to their 

calling but a sign that they think little of the Lord Himself. Instead, they are to model for the 

Israelites that the Lord is the one most worthy of respect, and this is done by seeking and 

maintaining holiness. Spiritual leaders model this. 

NEW TESTAMENT. No wonder that Paul exhorts pastors as spiritual leaders to “watch your 

life and doctrine closely” (1 Tim 4:16) and that James warns, “Not many of you should become 

teachers, my fellow believers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly” 

(Jas 3:1). Spiritual leaders are models and held to a higher account. 

Seeking and Maintaining Holiness 

OLD TESTAMENT. This leads to a second point; that is, that the Israelites, as a kingdom of 

priests, are also called to seek and maintain holiness. In seeing the priests, they’re reminded of 

their own call among the nations to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod 19:4–6), 

meaning they’re to be the ones who show the nations, by their own holy living, that they serve a 

holy God. 

NEW TESTAMENT. The same call exists today for believers in Jesus. And so Peter will say 

in 1 Pet 2:9 that “you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special 

possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his 

wonderful light.” To live holy lives is to declare to the nations that we follow a holy God, one 

worthy of praise and honor. This is what Jesus calls us to when He says, “Follow me.” And He is 

the one who will strengthen us to that end. 
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HANDLING HOLY OFFERINGS (LEV 22:1–16): PART 1 

Main Idea 

The main idea of chapter 22 is that this chapter is guiding priests on the proper handling of 

the holy offerings that the Israelites brought to offer to the Lord. It’s continuing, then, the 

emphasis on the priest’s responsibility of showing reverence to the Lord by showing reverence to 

His holy property as well as modeling for the Israelites the importance of doing so. Priests are to 

lead the people by showing the importance of respecting and fostering holiness out of reverence 

for the holy Lord. 

Literary/Historical Context 

For the literary context here, the previous section ended by talking about the Israelites’ holy 

offerings. This section begins by talking about how priests are to handle them properly. What 

were these holy offerings? In this context they appear to refer to portions of offerings reserved 

for the priests and/or for the priest’s families. This would have included portions from standard 

offerings like grain offerings, fellowship offerings, purification offerings, and reparation 

offerings but also included firstfruits from the oil harvest or wine or grain (compare Num 18:8–

13). These offerings were given first to the Lord. Therefore, they became holy, and He in turn set 

them aside for the priests and the priests’ families. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure here, there are two main sections. In the first (verses 1–9) the focus 

is mainly on when priests may or may not touch or eat the holy gifts of the Israelites. The second 

section (verses 10–16) focuses on who else may or may not eat from the holy gifts and 

emphasizes that priests are responsible for making sure the laws are followed. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look, then, at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. 

What Ritually Impure Priests May Not Touch 

The first section is in verses 1–9, and it explains that priests who are ritually impure may not 

touch (verse 3) or eat from (verses 4–7) the holy offerings. The impure may not come into 

contact with the holy; otherwise, it would defile the holy, which would be a severe sign of 

disrespect to the Lord’s holy property and therefore to the Lord Himself. 

Verse 8 is related. It talks about other foods that the priests may not eat. They’re forbidden 

from eating from animals that die naturally or are killed by other animals; these were ritually 

defiling (17:15). The Israelites could eat from these animals, and you see that again in 17:15, but 

ritually holy priests could not eat from them. 

Verse 9 goes on to describe the importance of the priests not mishandling holy gifts. I would 

translate verse 9 as follows: “So they,” the priests, “shall keep my charge so as not to bear 

punishment because of mishandling a holy gift and so die on account of their sin when they 

profane it; I am the LORD who sets them apart to live in a holy manner.” To defile the Lord’s 

holy property is an act of treason against Him. The key here is that if it’s a serious thing for a 

citizen to commit treason against the king, how much more for one of the king’s palace servants 
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to do so? The stakes are, therefore, very high. The priests bear extra responsibility, then, for 

modeling faithfulness and reverence to the Lord when it comes to these things. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider the second section. 
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HANDLING HOLY OFFERINGS (LEV 22:1–16): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Who May Eat of the Holy Items 

The second section is in verses 10–16, and this section describes who, aside from priests, 

may eat of these holy items and who may not. 

A MEMBER OF THE PRIEST’S HOUSEHOLD. This section consists of three parts. The 

first part is in verses 10–13, and it basically says you have to be a member of a priest’s 

household, and it identifies who that includes. I would note here that verse 11 is literally 

translated “buys a person,” not “buys a slave,” as some translations have. This refers to someone 

who becomes an indentured servant temporarily to get out of debt, or perhaps permanently, but 

it’s not talking about chattel slavery, which is forbidden according to the Bible. We’ll talk about 

that further at Lev 25. I’d also note here that the servant isn’t treated as impersonal property but, 

rather, as a member of the priest’s household and can even eat of the priest’s holy food. 

EATING BY MISTAKE. The second part of this section is in verse 14: what to do if 

someone eats from holy food by mistake. For example, somebody is visiting the priest’s home, 

which may have had holy food and regular food out, and mistakenly takes some of the holy food. 

And it’s possible here that the law of Lev 5:14–16 would apply in full. 

The Priest’s Responsibility 

The third part of this section, then, is verses 15–16, and it emphasizes the priest’s 

responsibility for making sure these laws are followed. They have to guard the holy items well 

and instruct the Israelites well; if not, the Israelites would commit sin. This emphasizes, again, 

the high responsibility of spiritual leaders. If they fail in their duties, it leads to the people’s 

harm. 

Key Lessons 

So, what, then, were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, 

and how do those lessons apply to us today? There are at least two lessons that we can consider 

here. 

Modeling a Proper Attitude 

First, priests have high responsibility when it comes to modeling a proper attitude toward the 

Lord’s holy property and, therefore, of respecting the holy Lord Himself. With increased 

responsibility of leadership comes increased responsibility of faithfulness and increased 

consequences for lack of faithfulness. This is not in order to be hard on leaders; it’s for the sake 

of the flock. If a captain makes a mistake, the whole ship is endangered. If the Lord’s spiritual 

leaders fail to respect His Holiness, the Lord’s people will as well. 

Teaching and Guiding 

And this leads to a related point: Priests have high responsibility when it comes to being 

faithful in teaching and guiding the Israelites to follow God’s laws faithfully, especially with 

reference to holiness. Of course, there are times when people rebel and it’s not because of the 

faithlessness of the priests, but here the focus is on what happens if priests are not faithful in 

their duties to teach and model and warn. In this case, harm not only comes to the people for 
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their disobedience, but the priests are held accountable. Note how verse 15 starts with “The 

priests must not desecrate the sacred offerings” and goes on to say, “by allowing the Israelites to 

not treat them properly.” 

This is a strong call to spiritual leaders to faithfully teach and lead the Lord’s people in full 

obedience to His laws. We don’t do this alone; we cry out to Jesus, that great Shepherd of the 

sheep, to help and strengthen us to shepherd His people well. That’s a prayer that the Lord 

delights to answer. 
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SACRIFICING ANIMALS (LEV 22:17–33) 

Main Idea 

In Leviticus 22:17–33 the main idea here, or the main focus, is this description of the proper 

types of animals to bring for sacrifice and the proper way to go about sacrificing them, all with 

the goal of receiving the Lord’s favorable acceptance. The idea here is that in order to receive the 

Lord’s favor, we must approach Him on His terms, not our own. In His love for us, the Lord 

graciously lets us know what those terms are and provides clear instruction on how to come 

before Him, receive His favor, and enjoy fellowship with Him. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context here, this section continues the theme of showing due 

reverence to the Lord by showing due reverence to His holy things, this time with the focus on 

holy sacrifices. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, there are three main sections. The first is proper 

sacrificial animals (verses 17–25), and these are divided between burnt offerings (verses 17–20) 

and fellowship offerings (verses 21–25). The second section is proper sacrificial procedure, 

divided between when you can sacrifice an animal (verses 26–28) and when you must eat its 

meat (verses 29–30). The final section is a conclusion emphasizing the importance of obedience 

in all the commands of chapters 21–22, and you find that in verses 31–33. The focus, especially 

in those first two sections, is on the Lord’s favor, and you see this in that the Lord’s favor is 

mentioned in verses 19, 20, 21, 23, 25, and 27. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look, then, at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. 

Proper Sacrificial Animals 

The first section, then, is verses 17–25: proper sacrificial animals. With burnt offerings, 

animals must be without blemish (verses 17–20). The same is true for fellowship offerings 

(verses 21–25), of which there were different types, and you can compare here 7:16–18 and the 

comments that we had on those verses. This held for both Israelites and resident aliens, and so 

you can see verse 25 for the latter of those. 

There was, however, one exception. Certain types of blemishes were allowed for freewill or 

voluntary fellowship offerings (verse 23). Why? Well, the focus of the burnt offering was on 

giving something costly to the Lord, and a vow fellowship offering was also a pledge to give a 

costly gift; and so, there are no exceptions in those regards. But with a freewill offering, or 

voluntary fellowship offering, the focus is perhaps not on the costliness as much as it is 

providing meat for a meal. You can compare our comments on Lev 3, where we saw that the 

fellowship offering is really this covenant meal. As a result, that might explain why there are 

slightly lower standards here that are allowed, but only slightly lower. Note as well that the 

portion of honor, the fat, is still given to the Lord and that that portion would not at all be 

impacted by these slightly lower standards. 
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Proper Sacrificial Procedure 

The second section is in verses 26–30. It’s about proper sacrificial procedure, and it consists 

of two parts. In the first part (verses 26–28), these laws are often understood to be laws of 

compassion. So, the law of verses 26–27 allows the mother of the animal seven days, which 

would have represented a complete period of time—remember, in Leviticus, seven equals 

fullness. We saw that, for example, in Lev 4:5–7, where you sprinkle seven times—a complete 

period of time. You’ll see it again in Lev 26, where “seven times more” refers to a complete 

punishment. In any case, seven days allows the mother a full period of time to be with her 

offspring. The law of verse 28 is also a law of compassion; it prevents an entire family from 

being wiped out on the same day. This understanding of compassion behind these laws is in line 

with other Pentateuchal laws that deal with animals (Exod 23:5; 23:10–12; Deut 22:6–7). 

The second part of this section (verses 29–30) focuses on properly eating the meat of 

praise/thank fellowship offerings, repeating the law found in 7:15 and perhaps repeating it here 

because this type of fellowship offering was especially holy. And again, you can consult our 

comments on that earlier verse (7:15). 

Obedience to the Lord’s Commands 

The third section here is verses 31–33. This is a conclusion that emphasizes obedience to the 

Lord’s commands with focus on respecting His holiness and not profaning His holy name—that 

is to say, treating His name, which is equivalent to His person, as a common and ordinary 

thing—but to treat Him as the holy King in their midst and, therefore, to be revered and obeyed, 

not only because He’s holy but also because He is their Redeemer and has rescued them for a 

specific mission, demonstrating to the world that the God who redeemed them is a God of 

holiness. It is this God, the Lord, who we’re to follow and whose character we’re to reflect into 

the world for His glory and the world’s blessing. 

Key Lessons 

So, what, then, were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, 

and how do those lessons apply to us today? At least two lessons may be mentioned. 

Approaching the King on His Terms 

First, the Israelites were to honor the Lord as King by approaching Him on His terms. This 

was a King who delighted to show them favor, who wanted to do so, who wanted them to be in 

relationship with Him; but He is still a King and to be respected as such. It’s not up to humanity 

to come up with rules on how to be right with God; God Himself tells us how to do so, and we 

must approach Him on His terms. In doing so, we are freely admitting, “You are God; I am not. 

You are Creator; I am creature. You are the King; I am the servant.” 

Clear Instructions from the King 

OLD TESTAMENT. This leads to the second point. The Israelites were assured that their 

King, in His love for them and desire for fellowship with them, had provided clear instruction to 

them so that they could come before Him, receive His favor, and enjoy His presence. The Lord 

has created us to walk with Him. He therefore comes to us constantly to let us know how to do 

this and, in this fallen, sinful world, how to address our sin and impurity properly that we might 

be restored to relationship with Him. 
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NEW TESTAMENT. He does this ultimately, of course, in Jesus, who functions as the 

ultimate, unblemished sacrifice (Heb 9:14) through whom we are fully accepted before God and 

receive His favor (compare Heb 10:19–22). It’s through Jesus and only Him that we come before 

the Lord with favor, knowing that we’re accepted—favorably accepted—because of what Jesus 

has done on our behalf. And that means we’re constantly coming back to Jesus, leaning on Him, 

trusting Him, following Him, and knowing that in Him the Lord accepts us, loves us, and 

receives us as His own. 
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HOLY TIMES (LEV 23:1–44): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 23 describes the Lord’s holy times. These times include the weekly Sabbath and a 

series of holy festivals throughout the year. Each of these times was set apart as a time for the 

Israelites to remember various realities about who the Lord is and what He’s done on Israel’s 

behalf. As a result, these times provided constant opportunities for the Israelites to celebrate the 

Lord’s work on their behalf and rededicate themselves to faithful, covenant living before Him. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, while chapters 21–22 focused on showing due respect to the Lord 

by showing due respect to His holy things (priests and offerings), this chapter focuses on 

showing due respect to the Lord by showing due respect to His holy times. In terms of the 

structure here, generally speaking, you’ll see a theme of “Sabbath” throughout this chapter. So, 

the first holy time described in this chapter is the Sabbath (verse 3), which would happen every 

seventh day, and then seven main festivals are given, most of which require a rest of some sort. 

So, the entire chapter has a Sabbath feel. 

Structure and Flow 

If we want to talk about the structure of this chapter more specifically, we can note that there 

are seven major festivals divided between those in the first half of the year (verses 4–22). This 

would be sometime in the spring, from March/April to sometime in May/June, depending on 

how the calendar fell. And then the second half of the year festivals are described (verses 23–43). 

So that would be in the fall during the seventh month, which would be sometime in September or 

October. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. I’ll begin with the introduction, the Sabbath, and the festivals from the first 

half of the year. 

Introduction 

The introduction (verses 1–2). The main themes here are that these are the Lord’s appointed 

times because He is the focus. They’re also called here “holy gatherings” or, in some 

translations, “sacred assemblies,” meaning that there is a communal focus, the celebrations of a 

covenant people, and a setting aside focus. These are holy times set apart as special days, or a 

special day, to remember who the Lord is and what He’s done. 

Weekly Sabbath 

OLD TESTAMENT. The weekly Sabbath (verse 3). This is to be a day of complete rest 

(some translations here have “Sabbath rest”). This was a special type of rest. During some 

holidays, like Unleavened Bread, people were forbidden from doing regular work (see verses 7–

8); an example would be farming. But they could still do other work, like food preparation. Here, 

however, they can do no work at all. Other texts give us some details: They could not do farming 
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work (Exod 34:21), food preparation (Exod 16:23); they couldn’t build fires (Exod 35:3) or 

gather wood for fires (Num 15:32–36). This was to be a day of complete rest. 

Why? Well, the text says it is a Sabbath to the Lord; that is, a day in which the Israelites 

declare, “The Lord is our covenant God.” In Exodus the Lord makes clear that the Sabbath is a 

sign of the covenant; that is, it’s like a wedding ring (Exod 31:13–17). And the Israelites are to 

keep the Sabbath as a declaration that the Lord, the one who stopped working on the seventh 

day, is their covenant God. The key here is to note the Lord’s goodness in this. For those who are 

toiling in the fields or toiling with their animals on a daily basis, and especially for the Israelites 

who had just been slaves with constant work, the Lord here gives a reminder of the covenant 

relationship that is at the same time a blessing: rest and refreshment. 

NEW TESTAMENT. Jesus emphasizes the same when He says, “The Sabbath was made for 

man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). This is the Lord’s good gift of rest. 

Passover 

OLD TESTAMENT. The text then switches to four holy times of the first half of the year 

(verses 4–22). The first of these is Passover (verse 5). This is described more fully in Exod 12:1–

11, 43–50. The reason to celebrate the Passover was to remember the Lord’s deliverance of 

Israel from Egypt. This was, for them, like Easter, their main redemptive event in their history. 

They celebrated it in the first month of the year, meaning that their year began with this 

remembrance of the Lord’s deliverance. This was so important a celebration that special 

provisions were made for those who could not keep the festival, could not keep Passover, 

because of travel or ritual impurity. You see that in Num 9:10–12. 

NEW TESTAMENT. The key to remember is that in the NT Jesus’ sacrificial death happens 

at the time of the Passover feast, and the Lord’s Supper takes place during this Passover meal. 

The Lord’s Supper, therefore, functions in the same way. It’s a time for the covenant people of 

God to remember the Lord’s deliverance in Jesus and to be strengthened to faithfully serve this 

redeeming God. 

Festival of Unleavened Bread 

The second festival mentioned here is the Festival of Unleavened Bread (verses 6–8). A 

festival is a community celebration with sacrifices to honor the Lord. You can see this in a very 

negative way in Exod 32:5–6. This second festival, then, is continuing the theme of the Passover, 

remembering the Lord’s redemption of Israel. And so we read, “Celebrate the Festival of 

Unleavened Bread, because it was on this very day that I brought your divisions out of Egypt. 

Celebrate this day as a lasting ordinance for the generations to come” (Exod 12:17). 

This was a very significant festival. It was one of three festivals that all males had to 

celebrate at the sanctuary (Exod 23:14–17). And we shouldn’t be surprised, by the way, if the 

whole family often went with them. The festival began and ended with a special holy gathering 

to celebrate together the Lord’s deeds on Israel’s behalf. So, it’s continuing here the theme of the 

Passover, beginning the year with a declaration that the Israelites serve a saving God. 

Offering of Firstfruits 

Third, we have the offerings of the firstfruits (verses 9–14). The Israelites headed to the land 

flowing with milk and honey, where the harvest would be bountiful under the Lord’s gracious 

provision. And this law is anticipating those days. The basic law is that firstfruits of the harvest 
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have to be given to the Lord before eating of the harvest, and this assures that the Israelites are 

going to give appropriate thanksgiving to their generous Lord. This is important because 

thankfulness is usually one of the first emotions that evaporates. More specifically here, this 

happens the day after the Sabbath, which perhaps refers to the day after the Sabbath of the first 

harvest. And you can compare verse 10 in that regard. 

The priest waves the sheaf to dedicate it to the Lord and presents a burnt offering. Here, 

perhaps, is a way to praise the Lord for the harvest and to request His continued favor in the 

harvest. The grain offering mentioned here is two times that of a normal grain offering, which 

was appropriate when thanking the Lord for providing grain. A drink offering is also mentioned. 

And what this means is that before the Israelites ate their meals from the harvest they present a 

full meal to the Lord—meat, bread, and drink—in this way, acknowledging He is the provider of 

all that they have and worthy to be honored first and above all. 

Festival of Weeks 

The fourth celebration here is the Festival of Weeks (verse 15–22), so called because it was 

seven weeks after the firstfruits. It’s also known in other places in the Bible as the Festival of the 

Harvest (Exod 23:16) because it celebrated the harvest, and it was later known as Pentecost (Acts 

2:1). That comes from a Greek word for “fiftieth” (πεντηκοστή/pentēkostē), and this was fifty 

days after the firstfruits. By the way, we can mention here, there’s no surprise that a festival can 

have different names; think of the fact that we can refer to the Lord’s Supper or Communion or 

the Eucharist. 

The main purpose here was this was a way of celebrating and giving thanks to the Lord for 

His provision in the harvest. In the land that Israel was going to, people worshiped other gods as 

fertility gods (cf. Hos 2:8). The Israelites were to remember that it’s the Lord who is their 

provider and to worship Him as such. It was incredibly significant for them to do so, and so, 

again, all males are required to go to the tabernacle (Deut 16:16). And you can note here that 

Deut 16:11 suggests entire families often went as well. 

You’ll also see the importance of this festival is shown by the extensive series of offerings 

that is made during this time. And the more offerings you have, of course, the more important the 

event. It’s probably likely that these offerings were brought by the community as a whole. Very 

few families would be able to afford such an extensive series of offerings, though families also 

probably brought their own fellowship offerings. What these offerings did was accomplish 

atonement (purification offering, burnt offering), praise (the burnt offering could also function 

that way), and covenant fellowship (the fellowship offering). 

Verse 22 ends by repeating Lev 19:9–10, although it doesn’t mention vineyards here because 

grapes ripen later in the year. It’s a strong reminder to the Israelites that because the Lord 

provides generously to them, they must provide generously to others. 

In the next segment we’ll consider the holy times of the second half of the Israelite year. 
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HOLY TIMES (LEV 23:1–44): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Having looked at the Sabbath and the holy times of the first half of the year, we turn now to 

consider the three holy times of the second half of the year (verses 23–44). All took place in the 

seventh month, which would be sometime in September or October, and because they took place 

in the seventh month, this was another reminder of the Sabbath principle: We are the Lord’s 

covenant people. 

Day of Trumpet Blasts 

The first of these is the day of trumpet blasts (verses 23–25). Verse 24 is more literally 

translated, “In the seventh month, on the first day of the month, you shall have a day of resting, a 

day of being remembered before the LORD by trumpet blasts, a holy gathering.” The language 

of remembrance here is a reference to the Lord looking with favor on His people, putting into 

action His covenant promises. When this is done elsewhere with trumpets, it’s a way of 

requesting the Lord’s help. You see this in Num 10:9–10. The trumpets, therefore, are like a 

musical prayer, a way of saying, “O Lord, we need your help. Remember us for good. Be faithful 

to your bountiful covenant promises to us.” The key here is that because the Lord commands this 

to be done, it’s an assurance that He will hear their prayer. By the way, it’s not clear here if 

people in Moses’ day considered this to be the New Year, but it was treated as the New Year 

since at least the fourth century BC and is treated as the New Year to this day. It’s known as 

Rosh Hashanah and celebrated by blowing the ram’s horn, also known as the shofar. 

Day of Atonement 

The second holy time here is the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur (verses 26–32). For details 

here, see our earlier comments on Lev 16. What you’ll note here is that there’s an emphasis on 

the importance of celebrating this day. Three times the text speaks of denying themselves (that is 

to say, fasting and repenting); three times of not working on this day; and two times it states the 

penalty for those who disregard it. This emphasis on keeping this day makes sense. It’s on the 

Day of Atonement that the Israelites acknowledged the Lord is completely holy and we have 

need of His cleansing and forgiveness. To fail to celebrate this day was to deny His holiness or 

your sinfulness or both. Instead, the Israelites are to keep this day, knowing not only His holiness 

and their sinfulness but also His mercy and love to provide a way to cleanse them completely. 

The Lord desires not to punish sin. He desires to cleanse it so that we might walk with Him, have 

fellowship with Him, and know Him. 

Festival of Booths 

The third holy time here is the Festival of Booths (verses 33–44), also known as 

“Tabernacles,” which is simply an old English word for “dwelling,” or, in Jewish circles, known 

as Sukkoth, the Hebrew word for the booths that are described here. The Bible also calls it the 

Festival of Ingathering (Exod 23:16) because it occurs near the end of the harvest, when the 

harvest would be gathered in. You can see, especially here (verse 39–43) for details, and if you 

want a narrative example of the Israelites keeping this, compare Neh 8:13–18. These verses in 

this chapter let us know that at least some Israelites lived in temporary shelters (“booths”) when 

coming out of Egypt. Some of the Israelites would have had tents, but not all; some of the 

Israelites may have been in houses previously. 
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Verse 43 says to keep this in order to teach future generations, even when you’re feasting on 

the bountiful harvest of the promised land, and that the reason the Israelites are even there and 

are enjoying this bounty is because the Lord Himself delivered them. All of this is a gracious gift 

from the Lord. 

Key Lessons 

So, what then were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and 

how do those lessons apply to us today? Let me mention at least three. 

The Lord’s Provision to Remember 

First, the Lord provides the Israelites with ways to regularly remember His covenant 

relationship with them, His deeds on their behalf, and thus His holy and good character. The 

Lord knows that when we forget who He is and what He’s done, we quickly begin to rely on 

ourselves or turn to other gods. This is especially the case when we have material blessing. Note 

the Lord’s warning in Deut 8: 

  When you have eaten and are satisfied, praise the LORD your God for the good land he’s 

given you. Be careful that you do not forget the LORD your God, failing to observe his 

commands, his laws, and his decrees that I am giving you this day. Otherwise, when you eat and 

are satisfied, when you build fine houses and settle down, and when your herds and flocks grow 

large and your silver and gold increase and all you have is multiplied, then your heart will 

become proud and you will forget the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the 

land of slavery… You may say to yourself, “My power and the strength of my hands have 

provided this wealth for me.” But remember the LORD your God, for it is he who gives you the 

ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your ancestors, as it 

is today (Deut 8:10–14, 17–18). 

In order to help the Israelites avoid this sin, in order to help them remember, He therefore 

provides these regular times: the Sabbath as a way to remember and reaffirm covenant 

relationship with Him, and the festivals to remember He is their deliverer and He is their 

provider. These are woven throughout the week and the year so there’s a constant opportunity to 

remember who He is, what He’s done for them, and therefore that He’s a God worthy of all 

praise, all honor, and the only one worthy to worship and to follow. 

The Lord’s Provision to Remember Together 

A second lesson here is that the Lord provides the Israelites with many opportunities to 

remember these things together as a covenant community. The Lord does indeed rescue 

individuals, but He calls them into a covenant community, a body of people who together are to 

live out faithfulness to the covenant; encourage one another in doing so; and demonstrate to one 

another and, together, to the world, the loving, merciful, compassionate, just character of the 

Lord. It’s no surprise that many of these reminders in this chapter are called holy gatherings or 

holy assemblies, where people can come together as covenant brothers and sisters to celebrate 

together and to encourage one another together to follow their good and loving covenant Lord. 

The Lord’s Provision to Remember Today 

A third lesson here: The Lord provides believers today with ways to regularly remember His 

covenant relationship with them, His deeds on their behalf, His holy and good character, and to 

do so in the context of community. We can see this in at least three different ways. 
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ONGOING SABBATH. We see it, first of all, in the ongoing nature of the Sabbath, which is 

rooted ultimately in creation (Gen 2) and, therefore, has ongoing significance today. 

REGULAR MEETING OF THE CHURCH. Second, we see it in the regular meeting of the 

church. In the NT it’s assumed that we will be together regularly as a covenant family to 

encourage one another. For example, we read, in Heb 10:24–25, “Let us consider how we may 

spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in 

the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day 

approaching.” 

COVENANTAL COMMUNITY MEAL. Third, in the Lord’s Supper we have the meal of 

the covenant community, our Passover, in which we come together to remember the Lord’s 

redemption of us and to do so as a covenant community, reaffirming our love to the Lord and to 

one another (1 Cor 11:17–34). The Bible does not give an explicit command on how often to 

celebrate the Lord’s Supper but given how quickly we can forget who the Lord is and what the 

Lord has done. It seems wise to err on the side of celebrating it too much rather than not 

celebrating it enough. 
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CONTINUAL RITES AT THE LORD’S HOLY PLACE (LEV 24:1–9) 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 24:1–9 has rich symbolism which emphasizes the Lord’s continual presence among 

His people, their continual need of His favor and help, and their obligation to continually serve 

their covenant King by faithful obedience to His covenant commands. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, the previous chapter just finished describing festivals, several of 

which focused on the harvest and on coming to the tabernacle. These verses follow naturally. 

They speak of two events that happened at the tabernacle and that made use of products from the 

Israelite harvest. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of structure, these nine verses have two sections, both concerned with something 

that happens inside the holy place of the tent of meeting. Verses 1–4 focus on the lighting of the 

golden lamp; verses 5–9 focus on the bread placed on the table. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have your 

Bible open in front of you. By way of background here, it’s important to remember that when the 

light is on and bread is on the table, that means somebody’s home. In other words, there’s an 

emphasis here on the fact that the Lord now dwells among His covenant people and that the 

Israelites are living in His presence. These verses emphasize that by speaking of the light and the 

bread. 

Golden Lampstand 

The first section (verses 1–4) focuses on the light and in particular on keeping the pure 

golden lampstand lit. It stood on the left as you entered the holy place and provided light for the 

room. It’s described in Exod 25:31–40 and 37:17–24. Three times the text mentions that it’s to 

be continually lit. Aaron is specified as the one who’s ultimately responsible, though we know 

from Exod 27:21 that his sons could also help. Clear oil is to be used, and this suggests oil that’s 

especially fine; fit for a king. To keep it continually lit emphasizes the Lord’s continual presence 

among the Israelites. After all, if the light’s not on, the owner of the tent is not home or not 

awake. 

Bread of the Presence 

The second section is verses 5–9. It focuses on the bread of the presence. There was a golden 

table in the holy place on the right as you entered, opposite of the lamp and illumined by it. The 

table was twenty-seven inches high, thirty-six inches long, and eighteen inches wide (about 67 × 

90 × 45 centimeters). It’s described in Exod 25:23–29. On the table were placed twelve cakes, or 

twelve loaves, which was a natural symbol for the twelve tribes of Israel. The cakes are placed 

“before the LORD,” and this leads to the name, the “bread of the presence” (Exod 25:30); that is 

to say, it’s before the presence of the Lord. And since the twelve loaves represented the twelve 

tribes, it means the twelve tribes are ever before the Lord as well. It’s made of fine flour, which 

is, again, flour fit for a king. Frankincense would be placed on or beside the loaves and then 
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burned in place as the memorial portion as a way of saying, “Remember us with your favor, O 

Lord.” 

It’s especially significant here that the bread is called “a lasting covenant”; that is to say, a 

perpetual sign of the covenant. The word “covenant” is elsewhere used to describe an action or 

event that served as a sign of the covenant itself. You see this with the Sabbath, for example, in 

Exod 31:16–17. Here, placing the bread, a sign of the covenant relationship, was especially 

appropriate because in the ancient Near East, you often confirmed a covenant by eating a meal 

together. Here the priests would eat the bread on the people’s behalf (verse 9), in this way 

confirming that the covenant between the Lord and His people was ongoing (compare Exod 

24:9–11). 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how 

do those lessons apply to us today? I’ll mention two. 

Old Testament: Living before the Covenant King 

First, the Israelites are to continually acknowledge that their holy covenant King lives in their 

midst and to live faithfully before Him. They did this by the symbolism of these rites. The lamp 

was continually on; bread was always on the table. In other words, not only is someone home in 

the tent of meeting, but He is the King, and so you use the best products: fine oil, fine flour, and 

frankincense. And they are in covenant relationship with Him. The bread represents, especially, 

Israel before the Lord in covenant relationship. To declare this constantly to be true was to 

declare, “We will live in keeping with this truth. We will serve this King continually, be 

continually faithful to the covenant, continually honor Him as our King, and seek His favor and 

help.” 

New Testament: Living before the Covenant King 

The second lesson here is for the believer today, and that is that we are equally to live 

faithfully before our covenant King, who dwells in our corporate midst and within us. There’s no 

tent of meeting today and so no equivalent rites such as the lamp and the bread. But the NT 

emphasizes that the Lord lives in the midst of His people by His Spirit (Eph 2:19–22) and indeed 

lives within each one of us as many temples. And so Paul said, “Do you not know that your 

bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You 

are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore, honor God with your bodies” (1 Cor 

6:19–20). 

The proper response to the King’s presence in our midst is a life that honors Him as King by 

means of faithful obedience to His covenant commands. Living in such a way will help the world 

to see that God really is present among His people. 
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THE HOLY NAME (LEV 24:10–23): PART 1 

Main Idea 

In Levitucus 24:10–23, the main idea is that the Israelites are to show the world that the God 

they follow is a holy King, and they show the world this by honoring and respecting Him and 

His laws; and they’re to show the world that He’s also a just King by going about justice with 

complete fairness and equity. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context here, this story might occur at this point in Leviticus either 

because it happened at this point in the giving of the law, or perhaps it’s placed here because it’s 

related in theme. Just as many of the previous sections have dealt with showing reverence to the 

Lord’s holy things, here the focus is on showing reverence to the Lord’s holy name. 

Structure and Flow 

The structure of this section is really a story in three main parts. In the first (verses 10–16) 

we read of the case of the blasphemer. It’s introduced to us. In the second (verses 17–22) we find 

principles of justice. Then, finally (verse 23), the case of the blasphemer is concluded. The flow 

is very logical here. Having given a legal decision in verses 10–16, verses 17–22 then go on to 

describe principles of justice that are behind legal decisions and emphasize especially that there’s 

to be equal justice for all, including the resident alien in your midst. This section also emphasizes 

that the punishment must fit the crime. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. I invite you to have your Bible 

open in front of you. We’ll go through each of the three main sections one at a time. 

The Case of the Blasphemer 

The first main section, then, is in verses 10–16, and this is where the story of the blasphemer 

is introduced. The scene has two parts. 

THE OFFENSE: BLASPHEMING THE NAME. The first part is in verses 10–12, and this is 

where the situation is described. There are two key elements here. First, during a fight, one man 

blasphemed the name with a curse (verse 11) or, more literally, we could say, “spoke the name 

and cursed it.” Remember, in Israel, the name equals the person. That’s true in our day as well. If 

we speak evil of someone’s name, we’re speaking evil of them. So, this is not about using the 

Lord’s name in vain, which would be bad enough. This is about cursing His very person, 

speaking all manner of evil against Him, insulting Him, and treating Him with utter contempt. If 

you want to see a narrative example of what it looks like for a person to curse an earthly king, 

you can see 2 Sam 16:6–13. In this case, the man who does the cursing is trying to insult the 

Israelite as much as possible, and he does it by means of insulting his God. It’s somewhat 

comparable to two people being in a fight and one person insulting the mother of the other 

person, trying to hurt that person by insulting someone who’s very precious to them. 

THE OFFENDER: RESIDENT ALIEN. The second point here (verses 10–12) is that the 

man is of mixed ethnic heritage. Because his father is an Egyptian and because the line is often 

traced through the male, this man counts as a resident alien. And that leads to a question: It’s 
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clear that Israelites cannot blaspheme (Exod 22:28), but what happens when a resident alien in 

their midst does? 

THE LEGAL DECISION. 

Cursing the King of Heaven. The Israelites need a decision from the Lord, and that leads to 

the second part of this first section. It’s found in verses 13–16. Here, the Lord gives a legal 

decision. In the ancient world, as often in the modern, treason against the king is a capital crime, 

and it calls for the death penalty (1 Sam 11:12). Why is that? It’s not simply that it’s an insult to 

the king; it’s that the king represents the kingdom, and to commit treason against him is to 

commit treason against his kingdom. This explains why cursing a king is also a capital crime in 

Israel (1 Kgs 21:13). It’s a total rejection of the king and his authority; it’s a treasonous act. 

Death Penalty. Here the blasphemer has cursed the King of heaven, which is the ultimate act 

of treason. To curse your Maker is to forfeit your right to live before Him. The result is that the 

death penalty here is required. The man is to be taken outside of the camp, perhaps because dead 

bodies were ritually defiling, and perhaps also to signify that he’s being removed from the 

covenant people. The witnesses will lay their hand on his head, perhaps to indicate he’s the 

guilty one, perhaps also to transfer pollution back to him, or perhaps both. It’s not entirely clear. 

The stoning is done by “the entire assembly” (verse 14), a phrase which elsewhere refers to men 

of Israel who act on behalf of the entire assembly (Josh 22:12). 

The final verses of this first section emphasize the seriousness of the crime and that the 

penalty is going to hold for resident aliens as much as for native Israelites. This will lead us to 

the second main section in the next segment. 
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THE HOLY NAME (LEV 24:10–23): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Principles of Justice 

The second main section is found in verses 17–22. It concerns principles of justice. It’s 

structured as a chiasm followed by a conclusion. The chiasm goes like this: 

[A] Killing a human (verse 17) 

[B] Killing an animal (verse 18) 

[X] The law of equal justice, eye for eye (verses 19–20) 

[B′] Killing an animal (verse 21a) 

[A′] Killing a human (verse 21b) 

And then the conclusion (verse 22): Apply justice equally to resident alien and to citizen. 

There are three main principles in this section. 

VALUE OF HUMAN LIFE. The first is that human life is of more value than animal life or 

than property. You see here that there’s no capital punishment for property offenses. The most 

serious punishment is held for the most serious crime: destroying those made in God’s image; 

killing somebody. The image of God gives unique worth and unique dignity to humanity. 

There’s capital punishment for murder here, not because the life of the murderer is cheap but 

because the life of the person killed is so precious that destroying it requires the greatest penalty. 

PENALTY SHOULD FIT THE CRIME. The second principle here: The penalty should fit 

the crime. This is where we get the famous law of eye for eye, tooth for tooth, sometimes known 

by the Latin phrase lex talionis. It’s important to understand that this is a principle; it’s not 

simply to be read literally. This is a shorthand way of saying “the punishment must fit the 

crime.” This could be applied literally in cases of murder because death was the appropriate 

penalty; life for life. But in other cases, that’s not how you apply this principle. And this is clear 

from Exod 21, where this law is found for the first time in verses 24 and 25: “Eye for eye, tooth 

for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.” 

The key here is to recognize that immediately following this law in Exod 21, the very next 

verses show how it works in practice. So there, we read, “An owner who hits a male or female 

servant in the eye and destroys it must let the servant go free to compensate for the eye, and an 

owner who knocks out the tooth of a male or female servant must let the servant go free to 

compensate for the tooth” (Exod 21:26–27). You see this now is full justice. Simply knocking 

out the owner’s tooth doesn’t do the servant any good, but letting the servant go free, well, that 

delivers the servant from a ruthless master and punishes the master by causing him to suffer 

financially and to suffer shame in the community. Now, that’s a punishment that fits the crime, 

and it’s far more helpful, far more just for the servant, than simply knocking out the owner’s 

tooth. 

APPLICATION OF THE LAWS OF JUSTICE. The third principle is that laws of justice 

must be applied equally to all, whether resident alien or citizen and, therefore, by implication, 

whether rich or poor, popular or unpopular, powerful or weak. This is a contrast with the Laws of 

Hammurabi, where the penalty is far more serious for a crime against those of higher social rank 
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than against those of lower social rank. You’ll see that in laws 196–198. Why is it different here 

in the Bible? It’s because all people have been created in God’s image, and therefore, all are 

worthy of the full honor and respect due those made in the image of God, with no exceptions. 

The Case of the Blasphemer Concluded 

The third main section of this chapter, then, is really just a verse (verse 23) where the case of 

the blasphemer is concluded. The Israelites here do just as the Lord commands, and the story 

comes to an end. The emphasis here, as we saw in other places like Lev 8 and 9, is on the 

Israelites’ obedience to the word of the Lord. 

Key Lessons 

So, what were the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people 

Israel, and how do those lessons apply to us today? We can name at least three. 

Forfeiting the Right to Live before the King 

The first, negatively stated, would be that to rebel against the King of life is to forfeit our 

right to live before Him. One of the reasons we struggle with a story like this is that we see it as a 

story of judgment. And judgment has negative connotations for us, whether because it makes us 

think of judgmentalism or it makes us think of just an angry deity of raw, uncaring power. The 

picture in our minds is of a God who’s got a frown on His face all the time, a judgmental God. 

But that’s the completely wrong picture. 

In this story, the King who is rebelled against is a King who gives us life and sustains us in 

life, whether we acknowledge it or not. What is more, this is a King of goodness and justice and 

mercy and love, and He is committed to this world being a place of goodness and justice and 

mercy and love, and for humanity flourishing in relationship with Him and in relationship with 

one another. To rebel against the Lord then, against this King, is to rebel against that good kind 

of king and to model for others to do the same, to turn away from their ultimate source of life 

and flourishing. It’s therefore an act of justice to stop the treasonous in their tracks. The Lord is 

committed to returning this world to Eden, where all know Him, walk with Him, and reflect His 

love, justice, mercy, and peace into the world for His glory and humanity’s blessing. 

Right Way to Live before the Lord 

This leads to the second lesson, which we can state more positively: The proper way to live 

before the Lord is a life of obedience that honors Him as our good and gracious King. When the 

story is saying here, “Don’t do that,” it’s also emphasizing, “Do this instead”; namely, honor the 

Lord as the one worthy of our obedience and love. How do we do this? Well, through obedience 

we reflect His goodness, justice, mercy, and love into the world as we imitate Him. 

You’ll remember in the Lord’s prayer, Jesus teaches us to pray, “Hallowed be your name.” 

That is to say, we’re praying for ourselves, and we’re praying for the world to set God apart as 

holy. What happens when we do that? What happens when we live before Him as the good, just, 

holy King worthy of our obedience and love? How does Jesus go on? “Thy kingdom come. Thy 

will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” That’s the result of hallowing God’s name, of setting 

Him apart as the King of holiness to be loved, revered, honored, obeyed. And as we do that, then 

the world becomes a place of goodness, justice, mercy, peace, and love as it’s increasingly filled 

with people who are imitating His character into the world. That’s what this good King desires. 
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Importance of Justice Recognizing the Value of Human Life 

A third lesson here. In courts of law, it’s incredibly important that justice recognizes the 

ultimate value of human life, the importance of penalties fitting the crime, and that it must be 

applied equally to all. (In preaching and teaching, these could actually be three separate points 

that you elaborate on.) 

We must also say here that when we get to the Sermon on the Mount, it might seem that 

Jesus seeks to overturn some of these verses. You remember He says, “You have heard that it 

was said, ‘Eye for eye and tooth for tooth,’ but I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone 

slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other cheek also” (Matt 5:38–39). But many have 

explained and pointed out Jesus isn’t overturning OT law here. Remember, back in Matt 5:17, 

He says He comes to fulfill it. No, what Jesus is doing is correcting misinterpretations of the law. 

In this case, what many have suggested is that people are applying the eye-for-eye principle, 

which is meant to guide legal courts in giving just penalties and taking that principle and 

applying it in the context of their personal lives for the sake of getting vengeance or getting even. 

Jesus’ point is this: Look, in personal relationships, love and forgiveness guides us, not 

vengeance. Like Jesus, we’re to show compassion to those who wrong us (turn the other cheek) 

and generosity to all, even those who will never repay. To do this is to reflect the same generous 

love that Jesus Himself has shown to the world. 
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Chapter 11  
Living as the Lord’s Holy Nation in Canaan (Lev 25:1-27:34) 

SABBATH, JUBILEE, AND REDEMPTION (LEV 25:1–55): PART 1 

Chiastic Structure of the Final Section of Leviticus 

With Leviticus 25–27, we now come into the final major section of the book. These chapters 

are arranged as a chiasm. Chapter 25 has laws related to the Sabbath and Jubilee years and to 

redeeming people and property, chapter 26 is covenant blessings and curses, and then chapter 27 

gives further laws related to Jubilee Year and to redeeming people and property. 

A Fitting End 

These chapters, on the one hand, serve as a fitt ending, and that’s for two reasons. 

The Sign of the Covenant 

In the book of Exodus, after the covenant law is first given, then the sign of the Sabbath is 

spoken of as the covenant sign (Exod 31:12–17). You kept the Sabbath as a sign you were going 

to keep all of the covenant law. Here in Leviticus 25–27, Sabbath is a main theme in chapters 25 

and 26, as though to say, “Now that you’ve heard all this covenant law, remember to keep the 

Sabbath Year as a sign you are faithful members of that covenant.” 

Blessings and Curses 

A second point here to note is that in the ancient Near East, blessings and curses come near 

the end of the covenant document. So, it’s fitting that Lev 26, right near the end of Leviticus, 

contains blessings and curses. It’s just what you’d expect when reading a covenant document. 

A Fitting Transition 

At the same time, these chapters are not only a fitting conclusion; they are also a fitting 

transition. They come just before the book of Numbers, which is where the Israelites begin to 

prepare in earnest to enter the land. And so, it’s fitting to have laws about that land as a transition 

to preparations to marching into it and dwelling in it. 

Main Idea 

Let’s turn, then, to consider Lev 25 in more detail. The main idea here is that the Lord’s 

people on the Lord’s land are to follow these laws in order to give the world a picture of Eden: 

families united together, enjoying the fruits of the land, faithfully serving the Lord of that land, 

and enjoying His Sabbath rest. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context here, it’s just been noted that this is the first chapter in a chiasm 

that goes from chapter 25 all the way through to chapter 27. 
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Structure and Flow 

With regard to structure, Lev 25 has two main sections: Verses 1–22 have laws on the 

Sabbath and the Jubilee years; verses 23–55 then apply those laws to those who become poor. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. By way of general background, these laws serve three main 

purposes. 

Enabling the Continuance of Close Family Relationships 

The first purpose is to enable close family relationships to continue. The Lord has made the 

family the bedrock of healthy society. Many studies to this day by sociologists, whether they’re 

Christian or non-Christian, demonstrate the benefits of strong families. That, of course, threatens 

to break families apart, especially in the ancient world when it can force you to move away from 

your immediate relatives. These laws provide an opportunity for families to reunite. 

Enabling the Israelites to Maintain Land Ownership 

A second purpose here is to enable the Israelites to maintain land ownership. To be without 

land in ancient Israel was to be in a very financially precarious position. You had no means of 

making money, really, except for day labor, and no way to grow your own crops or to keep your 

own flocks and herds. These laws allow a reset at least once a generation—a cancellation of debt 

and return to the land and, therefore, an opportunity for financial and economic stability. We can 

note also here that these laws would function to maintain social equity. It would prevent wealthy 

landowners from getting more and more and others less and less. 

Extending the Sabbath Principle to Entire Years 

The third purpose of these laws is to extend the Sabbath principle to entire years. This gives 

people—these laws give people—land and animals and opportunity for significant rest. The 

reason that these laws can work is because the Lord will make the land fruitful enough to provide 

even in the rest years. It’s to be a picture of Eden, a lush land where the Lord provides for the 

needs of His people with no curse of the ground or thorns and thistles to fight against. It’s a 

picture of the fuller rest yet to come at the end of the age. 

It’s often asked, was the Jubilee Year ever kept? We’re not told, and therefore we don’t know 

one way or the other. If it was not kept, it would be due to a lack of faith in the Lord who would 

provide or a lack of desire to maintain His priorities, priorities on family, economic equality, and 

rest. It seems that our own disobedience is often for the same reasons. We often struggle to trust 

the Lord and/or to align our priorities with His. This chapter is an invitation to do so, knowing 

He will provide all we need for obedience and that His priorities are for humanity’s blessing and 

good and thus the kind of things that are to be desired and sought for. 
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SABBATH, JUBILEE, AND REDEMPTION (LEV 25:1–55): PART 2 

Sabbath and Jubilee Years 

We’ll now turn to consider the first main section, laws on Sabbath and laws on the Jubilee 

years (verses 1–22). This section consists of two parts. 

Sabbath Year 

The first part concerns laws on the Sabbath Year (verses 1–7). Every seven years was to be a 

year of rest from farming, sowing, pruning, and reaping. You could gather enough food to eat, 

and there’s no prohibition from other types of work, but there’s no backbreaking farming so that 

the people, the land, and the animals can rest. It’s like the Sabbath day, only it’s extended to the 

entire year so that the rest can be deep and good. Also, like the Sabbath, to keep this year is a 

sign of the covenant. And so you can compare Lev 26, where failure to keep it would result in 

covenant curses. 

The key here to see is that the rest is not just for the Israelites. It’s for all people in the land 

(verse 6), and that’s because all people are in the image of God. It’s also not just for humanity. 

It’s for all of creation: for the land, the domesticated animals, the wild animals. God doesn’t 

make junk, and He doesn’t treat as junk what He has made (compare Psa 104:24–27). This is our 

Father’s world, and we should have the same attitude of care toward it as He does. 

Jubilee Year 

In the second part of this section, we have laws on the Jubilee Year (verses 8–22). The 

Hebrew word for Jubilee is related to the word ל  yovel, a trumpet made out of an animal’s/יֹובֵּ

horn, perhaps blown to start the year off. It occurs every fiftieth year. It’s like a super-Sabbath 

Year, and it starts on the Day of Atonement, which is appropriate because the Day of Atonement 

was in the seventh month, was a day of rest, and was a day of atoning for sins and impurities 

and, thus, a great start to a holy Sabbath Year. On the one hand, this year was like a normal 

Sabbath Year in terms of rest. At the same time, it was different in that liberty is proclaimed—a 

way of saying that people are released from debts and enabled to return to and regain their own 

land near their own family or clan (verse 10). 

In the meantime, while waiting for the Jubilee, verses 14–17 command that land be sold 

fairly. And here, what’s in view is actually use of the land being sold; we would use the term 

“leased” today. The land itself could not be permanently sold, as verse 23 says. The main reason 

for selling a lease on a land would be to get out of debt; and in those contexts, it would be 

especially easy for buyers to take advantage of desperate sellers. Here they’re forbidden from 

doing so. The land has to be leased at a fair price. 

The section finishes in verses 18–22 by addressing a practical question: Look, if we take a 

year off from farming, how will we have enough to eat? The Lord responds by saying He will 

give a bumper crop to last them through, not only for a regular Sabbath Year but even for the 

Sabbath Year followed by the Jubilee Year; two years in a row. This, of course, requires trust 

that the Lord would give them crops, not only a bumper crop to see them through but also, in the 

first year after the Jubilee or after the Sabbath Year, good crops to help them make it through for 

the next year. But this is a King who’s proved Himself faithful to them, and one who redeems 
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them for their good, not for evil. Compare here especially the blessings (26:4–12). The Lord 

delights to care for His covenant people as they walk in His ways and stay close to their King. 

Sabbath and Jubilee Year for the Poor 

The second main section here is in verses 23–55. It applies the laws of the Sabbath and the 

Jubilee Year to those who become poor. It consists of an introduction and then four parts, each 

part dealing with an Israelite who sells land or themselves because of poverty. 

Introduction 

Let’s start with the intro (verses 23–24). This establishes that land may not be permanently 

sold. The Lord was going to divide the land among the tribes—you see that happen in Josh 13–

21—and He wanted all tribes to maintain a share. For this reason, redemption is always possible; 

and if they weren’t able to redeem, the land still reverts in the Jubilee (verse 28). What this does 

is it keeps the land divided among the tribes in a fair way. It prevents certain tribes from 

becoming wealthier and wealthier. 

The metaphor that we could use to explain what’s going on here is that the Lord is the divine 

landowner. The Israelites are simply the resident alien tenants, meaning they don’t ultimately 

own it. They must care for it as that which belongs to their Lord and must not permanently take 

over portions that He has assigned to others. 

In the next segment we’ll continue through with the next four parts of this section. 
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SABBATH, JUBILEE, AND REDEMPTION (LEV 25:1–55): PART 3 

Sabbath and Jubilee Year for the Poor (continued) 

The next four parts of this second section are arranged in terms of increasing levels of 

poverty due to debt and obligations. It begins with those forced to sell some of their land (verses 

25–34), those forced to sell all of their land (verses 35–38), and those forced to sell themselves, 

whether to fellow Israelites (verses 39–43) or to a resident alien (verses 47–55). Let’s consider 

each four of these different parts. 

Redemption and Jubilee for Israelites Who Sell Some of Their Property 

BECOMING POOR AND OPTIONS FOR RELIEF. The first part: The Israelites become 

poor and sell some of their land (verses 25–28). The Bible gives different reasons for poverty: 

oppression from others, natural disasters, laziness. The first one, oppression from others, is the 

one that’s spoken of the most. Those who are powerful often oppress those who are weak and 

make them weaker still. Here, the reason for the poverty is not stated but simply the result: The 

Israelite has to sell some of their land; that is, lease some of their land. 

There are three options here when this takes place. First, a relative can come and pay off the 

lease, and the relative is therefore called the “redeemer” because he or she redeems the land. A 

second option is that the person themselves might gain enough income to pay off the lease. The 

third is that in the Jubilee the lease ends and the land reverts; in fact, it’s been pointed out that by 

giving this law, the Lord Himself is acting as redeemer for the poor person. 

SPECIAL SITUATIONS: SELLING HOUSES. Verses 29–34 then consider three special 

situations. The first is in verses 29–30: If a lay Israelite, a non-priestly Israelite, sells a house in a 

city, it does not count as part of his inheritance from the Lord; and therefore, the laws of 

redemption and Jubilee do not apply. Instead, he has one year to redeem it, and if not, it becomes 

the property, the permanent property, of the one who bought it. 

A second situation (verse 31): If the house is not in a walled city, then it counts as being built 

on the land of one’s inheritance, and the laws of verses 25–28 therefore apply. 

In verses 32–34 it describes the situation for Levites. The cities are their inheritance. The 

Levites didn’t receive large tracts of land. They were given forty-eight cities; they’re described 

in Josh 21:1–42. So, the laws of redemption and Jubilee, for them, if they’re selling a home here, 

always applied. These verses also pointed out that they could not lease pasture lands around the 

cities, perhaps because these belonged to the city as a whole and not to an individual. 

Redemption and Jubilee for Israelites Who Sell All of Their Property 

The second part of this second section is in verses 35–38. There are questions on some 

aspects of the translation here, but the general picture is as follows: It appears to assume that the 

person has sold all of their land and now has no capital. And so it seems that this section is sort 

of a mid-step between the first part of this second section and the third. How are they to be 

treated in this case? Well, they’re to be given interest-free loans of food and money, loans they’d 

be expected to repay but loans that would allow them to get back on their feet, to stabilize and 

perhaps eventually buy back their land. Indeed, some translations here translate “continue to live 

among you” (verses 35–36), but it seems that a better translation is actually “continue to make a 

living among you.” These generous loans are grounded in the fact that God has given generously 



314  STUDIES IN TORAH: LEVITICUS 

 

to them. So, verse 38 talks about them receiving the land of Canaan; as a result, the Israelites are 

to be generous with one another. 

Redemption and Jubilee for Israelites Who Sell Themselves to a Fellow Israelite 

The third part, then (verses 39–46), is where the Israelites sell themselves to a fellow 

Israelite. In this case, they are now so poor and in so much debt they have to sell themselves and 

perhaps also their families as indentured servants to cover the debts. In this case, they sell 

themselves to fellow Israelites. 

NO PERMANENT SERVANTHOOD FOR ISRAELITES. And these Israelites cannot treat 

them as—many versions here have “slaves,” but it’s better translated as “permanent servants.” 

(You can compare here the following segment—or in a couple of segments—when we speak of 

slavery in Lev 25.) Instead of permanent servants, they’re to treat these fellow Israelites like 

resident aliens, which is to say, resident aliens who would work for a specified period of time. 

Here, that period of time is until the year of Jubilee or, the law would assume, until someone 

could redeem them, or they could redeem themselves (compare verses 48–49). But they’re not 

permanent servants and, therefore, could not be sold to others as permanent servants. 

The law also says that the Israelites must not rule over them ruthlessly, which would 

certainly include they can’t repeat the Egyptian behavior toward the Israelites (compare Exod 

1:14). But in context, this might refer especially to the fact that they can’t rule ruthlessly by 

extending the time of their servanthood beyond the agreed limit. 

PERMANENT SERVANTHOOD POSSIBLE FOR ALIENS. For verses 44–46, these verses 

are answering the question, “Well, can we have permanent servants at all?” And the answer is 

yes, if they come from the nations around. These are not Israelites, and therefore the laws of 

verses 39–43 don’t apply in the same way. They don’t go free, for example, in the year of 

Jubilee. But there are two important things here to note. First, the laws are saying that these 

people may serve permanently, not that they must do so. Other documents from the ancient Near 

East let us know that permanent servants could gain freedom, for example, perhaps by being 

adopted by the master, taking care of him until he dies, and then going free. And this might be 

the case in a place like Gen 15:2–4. 

A second thing to note here is that the end of verse 46 is not saying that you could treat these 

servants cruelly. In context, again, the word “ruthlessly” appears to refer to the length of service 

so that the verse is emphasizing that, unlike these servants from the nations, which can be 

permanent servants, Israelites must never be made permanent servants. Cruelty is clearly 

prohibited from other texts (Deut 15). So again, the reference here is probably to length of 

service; that’s the difference between an Israelite and the non-Israelite (for how long can they 

serve?). 

We’ll talk more about permanent servanthood—or what is sometimes translated “slavery” in 

Lev 25—in a coming segment. 

Redemption and Jubilee for Israelites Who Sell Themselves to a Resident Alien 

The fourth part of this section is if the Israelites have to sell themselves to a resident alien 

(verses 47–55). Resident aliens might come into the land with money already or might make 

money through work or selling goods, etc., and make enough to loan money to others. Here an 

Israelite has become indebted to a resident alien and has to sell himself and perhaps also his 

family. This law makes clear it must not be permanent. The right of redemption exists at any 
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moment, though the debt would have to be fairly paid. And if that right of redemption is not 

exercised, the person goes free in the Jubilee. The rationale is given in verse 55: The Lord has 

redeemed the Israelites from Egypt; they are therefore His permanent servants and may not be 

the permanent servants of another. 

In the next segment we’ll consider what are the key lessons the Lord wants to communicate 

to Israel and how do they apply to us today. 
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SABBATH, JUBILEE, AND REDEMPTION (LEV 25:1–55): PART 4 

Introduction 

What were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how do 

those lessons apply to us today? Christopher Wright draws out the different areas that the laws of 

this chapter, especially the Jubilee laws, speak to. He organizes these in terms of economic 

issues, social issues, and theological issues. 

Economic Issues 

First, economic issues. There’s an emphasis in these laws on equity and opportunity—equity 

in that there’s this automatic reset every fifty years that enables debts to be wiped out and people 

to return to their property. This is not socialism; note that people return to their property; they 

owned it. But neither is it unchecked capitalism; the laws are preventing a wealthy few from 

gaining more and more land indefinitely. 

From an economic perspective, these laws also emphasized opportunity in that the return to 

property was to enable people to make a living. There’s an underlying value here on work, which 

we’ve been created for (Gen 2:15), and the importance of a society that enables people to engage 

in work. 

Social Issues 

Secondary here are social issues. There’s a strong emphasis in these chapters on family. In 

God’s setup of the world, the building block, the foundation of society, is the family, and social 

scientists have established this again and again. These laws encouraged the family, especially by 

removal of debt, which is a scourge that brings huge pressure to families and causes a whole host 

of other societal problems. Here the vision is of families reunited on their own land, able to 

provide for themselves. And we can’t read these things without thinking how it is that we can 

encourage and establish this kind of society today. 

Theological Issues 

OLD TESTAMENT. The third issue that Chris Wright addresses is the theological issue—or 

the theological issues. These laws are rooted in the fact that the Lord is the ultimate landowner, 

the one to whom the Israelites will give an account. 

NEW TESTAMENT. Jesus uses this same image in encouraging His disciples to 

faithfulness. Consider the parable of the Talents in Matt 25:14–30. All we have is of the Lord; 

we must use it for His glory. We have to add, of course, how Jesus lives out and fulfills these 

Jubilee principles. In Luke 4:18–19, Jesus reads from Isa 61. That’s a passage that’s describing 

the future restoration of God’s people, and it describes that restoration by using Jubilee language. 

Jesus finishes reading and says this is fulfilled in Him. How? Well, we can see it in at least two 

ways. 

Lives Out the Principles of Jubilee. First, He lives out the principles of Jubilee. Note His care 

for the poor in places like Luke 7:20–23 and 14:13. Note how He rebukes oppressors (Luke 

16:19–31). The early church did especially well at doing the same, caring for the poor and 

showing them the love of God (Acts 2:44–47; 4:34). And the question becomes, are we 

following the church’s example, which is in turn following Jesus’ example? 
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Redemption to a Far Greater Level. The second thing to point out here is that Jesus takes 

redemption to a far greater level. Now He’s delivering people from sickness, from demons, and 

from the debt of sin so that they could be part of God’s family. When we know that redemptive 

love, we want to tell and show it to as many people as we can. In Jesus we find true and lasting 

Jubilee. 
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LEVITICUS 25 AND SERVITUDE IN ANCIENT ISRAEL 

Introduction 

In this segment I’d like to talk about the topic of Lev 25 and servitude in ancient Israel. 

Leviticus 25 raises at least three significant issues for modern readers. All three issues are 

interrelated: 

1. It appears to condone slavery. 

2. It speaks of people as property. 

3. It condones one person being subject to another. 

We’ll approach each of these one at a time. 

Condoning Slavery? 

Hebrew Term: 'eved 

First, Leviticus 25 appears to condone slavery. This is because most English translations use 

the term “slave” at several points throughout the chapter (verses 6, 39, 42, 44, 46). The question 

is “Is this the best translation?” The Hebrew term is ֶעֶבד/'eved, and this can refer to what English 

speakers think of as a “slave”; that is, chattel slavery, a person who is the property of another and 

has no legal rights. It’s certainly true that the term can be used that way in the Bible, and it might 

be good to use the term “slave” to translate this Hebrew term 'eved when describing, for 

example, the Israelites in Egypt, which was known as the “house of slaves” or “slavery” (Exod 

13:3), where their masters felt entitled to treat them brutally and even to slaughter their male 

children if they wanted (Exod 1:8–17). 

But the Hebrew term 'eved also refers to legitimate types of servitude, and in these cases it is 

better translated “servant,” as, for example, when speaking of a king’s servant (Exod 8:3) or 

God’s servant (Gen 50:17) or an indentured servant (Exod 21:2) or a permanent servant, which I 

think is most appropriate for Lev 25:44–46. 

Chattel Slavery 

The key here is that what most English speakers think of when they use the term “slave”—

which is to say, chattel slavery—is forbidden to Israelites. They may have servants but not 

slaves. So note, for example, that Hebrew servants had rights. If the master knocked out the 

tooth, the servant went free. They had legal protections, in other words (Exod 21:26–27). They 

had the right to rest on the Sabbath (Exod 20:10). This is not chattel slavery. Note as well that 

Israelite masters had to treat their servants with compassion (Deut 15:12–15; 16:11–12). These 

things meant chattel slavery was not permissible, and that means that the term 'eved is best 

translated as “servant” or “indentured servant” or “permanent servant,” depending on the 

context. 

Humans as Property? 

Property Language 

Second issue here: Lev 25 uses property language to describe people. You see this especially 

in verses 44–46. You may buy servants. They will become your property, and you may bequeath 

them as inherited property. And this strikes us as utterly dehumanizing and as an argument 

actually in favor of seeing these as chattel slaves. 
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Commercial Context 

By way of response, I would note simply that in business contexts, we often use commercial 

language to describe what happens to people, and we do that to this day. So an employee, for 

example, can be transferred from one location to another—language we normally use to refer to 

transferring money between accounts. Or a player on a team can be traded to another team—the 

kind of language we use to refer to stocks. A business owner could stand on the floor of his 

factory, point to all of the machines and people on the floor, and say to his child, “One day you’ll 

inherit all of this.” 

The use of the commercial language is not for the purpose of dehumanizing, and it’s not 

because any of these people are chattel slaves. No, it’s used simply because it’s a commercial 

context. That’s the same here as well in Lev 25. 

One Person Subject to Another 

A third issue: Even if this is talking about being an indentured servant or a permanent 

servant, it sometimes troubles us that one person here is still subject to another and not 

completely free. There are two comments here to make by way of response. 

How Authority Is Expressed 

The first is it’s certainly true that authority can be abused, but that’s true of all types of 

authority, whether it’s parents to children, a boss to an employee, or a government over citizens. 

The problem is not authority or being subject to somebody; the problem is how the authority is 

expressed. In this context, it’s clear in Israel that those in authority are to be a blessing to those 

under the authority, whether that’s a king over his people (Psa 72:12–15) all the way down to a 

master over his servants (Deut 15:12–16; 16:11–12). 

Comparable to Many Jobs in a Cash Economy 

Second comment here: It’s been pointed out that the experience of an indentured servant or a 

permanent servant is comparable to many jobs in a cash economy, where people work under the 

authority of others in exchange for money today or food and housing in ancient Israel. It’s also 

comparable to military service, where you’re, again, under the authority of others in exchange 

for certain benefits: food, housing, etc. The key is that in ancient Israel this could be of such 

benefit to people that they willingly chose to become permanent servants (Deut 15:16–17). 

We might still ask, “But is permanent servitude under another human ideal?” The answer is 

no; the ideal is that every person is under their own vine and fig tree (Mic 4:4)—what the 

prophets described as something that will happen in the world to come. But what can be noted is 

that even in that world, people will still be servants of the heavenly King of kings, and they will 

delight in their servitude. The call of Israel is to reflect the image of that King into the world and, 

therefore, if a master, to exercise authority in such a way that the servants get a taste of what that 

coming day will be like and of the joys it will be to serve such a good Lord. 
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COVENANT BLESSINGS AND CURSES (LEV 26:1–46): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 26 is about covenant blessings and curses. The main idea is simply this: Those who 

embrace the covenant from the heart—who live obedient covenant lives—can expect to 

experience the covenant blessings. Those who reject the covenant and who turn away from the 

covenant Lord can expect covenant curses whose main goal is not simply punishment but to turn 

the covenant people back to their covenant Lord. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of the literary context, chapter 26 is the middle part of a chiasm spread over the last 

three chapters. So, chapter 25 has laws related to Sabbath and Jubilee years and redeeming 

people and property. Chapter 26 concerns covenant blessings and curses. And then chapter 27 

comes back to further laws related to the Jubilee Year and to redeeming people and property. 

We can further note here that in the second millennium BC it was common to have blessings 

and curses near the end of the covenant document. And so that helps us to see—remember, the 

covenant at Mount Sinai starts back in Exod 20—the fact that the covenant blessings and curses, 

occur here in Lev 26 suggests that everything in between, including all the rest of the laws of 

Leviticus, are part of the Sinai covenant. 

It’s also significant to note that at this point in our knowledge, treaties and legal collections 

from the first millennium don’t clearly contain both blessings and curses. That’s interesting 

because most historical-critical approaches date Leviticus to the first millennium, whereas the 

Bible would date it to the second millennium. And it’s documents from the second millennium 

and earlier that do have blessings and curses. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of structure or flow of thought in this chapter, it begins with an introduction (verses 

1–2), and it’s followed by three main sections: blessings (verses 3–13), curses (verses 14–39), 

and then the Lord’s mercy to His people when they repent (verses 40–45). And these verses 

assume, of course, that the people got the point of the curses—namely, to lead them back to the 

Lord. The chapter then finishes with a conclusion (verse 46). 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look now at some of the most important details. As always, I invite you to have 

your Bible open in front of you. 

Introduction 

The introduction is in verses 1–2, and it focuses on commands that are central to the 

covenant. Because the Lord is their covenant God, for example, they must not worship other 

gods. They must keep the covenant sign, the Sabbath. They must respect the presence of the 

covenant God in their midst. The chapter returns to the theme of the Lord as their covenant God 

in verses 44–45. And what that means is that, together, these serve as a frame around the entire 

chapter. The Israelites are in covenant relationship with the Lord. Obedience to Him is therefore 

required and will result in blessing (verses 3–13) or, if abandoned, in cursing (verses 14–39). 
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Blessings 

The blessings are found in verses 3–13. By way of general comment here, these are not 

magical formulas. What is described here are the actions of a personal God toward His covenant 

people. Also, it would be wrong here to read this as encouraging a merit-based system of 

salvation in which you obey the Lord in order to earn. That’s not the point at all. The covenant 

law is given after the Lord redeems Israel. Obedience to it is not for the purpose of creating 

relationship; no, obedience to the covenant law is the proper response to our holy and gracious 

Redeemer. 

His law guides us properly in our relationship with Him. It shows us how to walk in His 

paths and, therefore, how to stay close to Him and stay in the sphere of His blessing. Jesus also 

emphasizes that obedience must characterize the believer’s life (John 15:1–10), again, not to 

create relationship, not to earn blessing, but because obedience is the proper response to the 

covenant Lord, and it keeps us close to Him where we can be blessed. 

After the exhortation to obedience back in Lev 26:3, the blessings are listed in verses 4–12, 

and they fall into two categories. 

MATERIAL PROVISION. The first category is material provision, whether it’s abundant 

crops (verses 4–5), peace in the land (verses 6–8), or fruitfulness (verses 9–10). It’s no surprise 

that these material things should be mentioned. God has made us creatures of flesh and blood, 

and He knows we have physical needs. Remember that Jesus teaches us to pray, “Give us this 

day our daily bread.” The Lord doesn’t only rescue our souls; He cares for our bodies. At the 

same time, He doesn’t only care for our bodies. Some today, in their preaching, have emphasized 

so much material blessings that they make this life’s ultimate good end goal. In this passage the 

ultimate blessing is held to the end. 

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE LORD. And this leads us to the second category of blessing 

here: relationship with the Lord Himself (verses 11–12). The Lord says here that He will walk 

among them (verse 12), which is the same language—the verb there for “to walk” is the same 

one used in Gen 3:8 for Eden. That means the picture is now complete. The material blessings 

(verses 4–10) make the land of Israel look like a lush, verdant garden. And now, here you’ve got 

the presence of God to make it like the garden of Eden indeed. This blessing is saved until last 

because it’s the greatest of all and the ultimate goal. This is the emphasis of verse 13: deliverance 

for relationship with the Lord. 
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COVENANT BLESSINGS AND CURSES (LEV 26:1–46): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Curse Section 

The second major section of Lev 26 is the curse section found in verses 14–39. Again, by 

way of general comment, these are not magical formulas; these are the actions of a personal God 

toward His covenant people. I would make three other general comments: 

THE LONGER SECTION. First, it was common in the ancient Near East for the curse 

section to be longer than the blessing section. If you look at Hammurabi’s law code, for example, 

there are sixteen lines of blessing and then 280 lines of cursing. Here, the cursing section in Lev 

26 is longer as well. 

NOT THE LORD’S DESIRE. Second, it is not the Lord’s desire to curse His people. That’s 

why there’s such a strong exhortation toward obedience. And we can note as well that the 

purpose of the curses is to bring them back to Him; they’re meant for the people’s ultimate good. 

So note how, throughout this section, we’ll read things like “If in spite of these things you do not 

accept my correction” (verse 23; see also verses 18, 21, 27). The implication, of course, is that 

these things were meant for correction. Indeed, the word translated “punish” (verse 18)—at least, 

that’s how some versions translate it—is better translated “discipline.” Like a loving parent 

whose discipline can be severe for the good of a wayward child, so too is the Lord with His 

wayward people. 

THE REASON FOR THE CURSES. A third general comment: These curses do not come 

because of types of sin coming from human weakness that are repented of immediately. These 

punishments come because of apostasy, turning full away from the covenant Lord, worshiping 

other gods, ignoring His commands (verses 14–15). In other words, this is not about Israel being 

an imperfect but faithful spouse; this is about Israel committing an affair and moving in with 

other gods. Those are the types of sins in view. 

Specific Curses 

Let’s turn now to the curses themselves. There are five sections in this cursing section, and 

these seem to increase in severity: 

1. Being fearful, suffering diseases, being pillaged, enemies defeating them (verses 16–

17) 

2. Drought and famine (verses 18–20) 

3. Wild beasts decimating them (verses 21–22) 

4. Enemies attacking, disease in cities that are under siege, enemies defeating them, 

famine in cities under siege (verses 23–26) 

5. And then, finally (verses 27–39), a long list of very severe curses saved as a last 

resort to try and convince an utterly stubborn people to turn back to the Lord. The 

more reckless a child becomes, the more severe the discipline the parents give. 

By the way, it may be noted that verse 39 mentions the “ancestors’ sins,” and that’s because 

it has in view sins committed in the past that continue to be committed in the present. That’s why 

verse 40 requires confession of both. Like our ancestors, we have done the same thing. 
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Mercy When People Repent 

The third major section here is in verses 40–45: the Lord’s mercy to His people when they 

repent. The real goal of the curses was to bring the people back to repent of their treachery, to 

return to the Lord. When this happens, the Lord will respond with favor and remember His 

covenant; that is to say, put the covenant promises into action and show He is indeed their 

covenant Lord. Indeed, note the contrast in verses 43 and 44: The very things Israelites do—

loathe and abhor the Lord’s commands—He refuses to do to them. He will take them back. 

These verses are meant to give deep hope to those in the midst of the worst discipline. When 

they’re in exile outside of the promised land with no visible sign of the covenant promises—they 

don’t have a land anymore; they don’t have a temple—even there, the Lord says, repent and He 

will show Himself faithful to His faithless bride. 

Key Lessons 

What were the key lessons, then, that the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, 

and how do those lessons apply to us today? 

The Lord’s Blessing 

The first is simply that the Lord desires His people to walk with Him in faithful obedience 

and therefore remain in the sphere of His blessing. The picture of blessing painted here is the 

picture of Eden—humanity dwelling in a fruitful land; receiving blessing, not cursing, from God; 

and walking in close fellowship with Him. This has been God’s purpose since the beginning of 

time and remains His purpose today. His posture toward His creation is one of blessing, and He 

calls His covenant people to walk in His ways and, therefore, stay close to Him in His sphere of 

blessing. In this way, the people can show the earth what it is that God has created us for: 

knowing Him, walking with Him, experiencing His favor. 

The Lord’s Discipline 

What happens when we refuse to do this? It leads to the second lesson. The Lord will 

discipline His covenant people in order to bring them back to Him. As noted, the purpose of 

discipline here is to bring the people back. Good parents understand this intuitively. They don’t 

punish for the sake of punishing; they discipline for the sake of the good of the child. That’s 

what the Lord does here. We see the same thing in the NT (1 Cor 11; Heb 12). Like a loving 

father, He disciplines His people to bring them back. This is important for their good and also for 

the good of the world. The covenant people of God have a mission: telling the world of their 

gracious covenant Lord. If they fail in this mission, the world is left without this good news. The 

Lord therefore disciplines His people not only for their sake but also for the sake of the world. 

The Ultimate Blessing 

Third lesson here is that the ultimate blessing that we can experience is fellowship with God 

Himself. This is the how the covenant blessings end; the Lord saves the most important for last 

(verses 10–12). The Lord certainly does take care of our physical needs (Matt 6:33); but if, in a 

marriage, we focus only on the paycheck that our spouse provides, we’ve missed the most 

important part of the marriage: the relationship with our spouse. We’ve been made to walk with 

God. We experience that today as we give our lives to Jesus and walk with Him in His yoke, in 

His ways. Those who do so will know a coming day when God Himself comes to dwell here in 
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the midst of His people and to wipe away every tear from our eyes. In those days, the blessings 

of Eden will return in full, and the curses of Gen 3 will be no more. 

JUBILEE AND REDEMPTION (LEV 27:1–34): PART 1 

Main Idea 

Leviticus 27 describes whether or not a person or object you dedicated to the Lord may be 

redeemed and, if so, how to do it. The main idea behind this is that when dedicating objects to 

the Lord, it was important to be faithful to the promises you have made. These laws help you to 

know what that faithfulness looks like. 

Literary/Historical Context 

In terms of literary context, this is the last part of a chiasm spread over the last three chapters. 

Chapter 25 had laws related to the Sabbath and Jubilee years and to redeeming people and 

property; chapter 26, covenant blessings and curses; and now, chapter 27 comes back with 

further laws related to the Jubilee Year and to redeeming people and property. 

Why have Leviticus 27 here? Why not end with Lev 26? It’s been suggested that because the 

last chapter focused so much on curses, especially toward the end of the chapter, placing Lev 27 

here avoids having such a negative ending. Alternately, it may have just seemed natural to 

arrange the final chapters in such a way that they were a chiasm, which was a favorite literary 

device that added beauty to the text and helped people in an oral culture remember it better. 

Structure and Flow 

In terms of the structure of this chapter, there are two main divisions. The first half of the 

chapter (verses 1–25) describes voluntary offerings. The second half (verses 26–33) describes 

required offerings and people or objects that are irrevocably dedicated to the Lord. 

Important Details 

Let’s take a look at some of the most important details. Once more, I’ll ask you to have your 

Bibles open in front of you. In the first half of the chapter (verses 1–25) we have voluntary 

offerings. The Israelites aren’t required to bring these; they do so voluntarily. There are two 

sections here—making a vow to dedicate people or animals (verses 1–13) or dedicating houses 

and land (verses 14–25). 

A Vow Dedicating People or Animals 

In the first section, somebody makes a vow dedicating people (verses 1–8) or animals. 

DEDICATING A PERSON TO THE LORD. Let’s start with people. The basic idea is this: It 

was possible to make a vow to dedicate a person to the Lord (verse 2); that is to say, you 

dedicate this person to now work at the tabernacle. This law allows the person to keep the vow 

by paying to the tabernacle an equivalent price; that is to say, what it would cost to hire someone 

to do the same amount of work as the person that you had vowed. This provision in Lev 27 here 

may be a gracious recognition that the vow might have been made in the heat of the moment and 

would have been heart-wrenching to keep. For example, “If the Lord answers my prayer, I 

dedicate all my children to serve in the tabernacle.” This law provides a way for the person to 
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maintain the vow without having to actually give all of his children over to the service of the 

tabernacle. 

The Price to Pay. Well, what price does he pay? Verses 3–7 give the standard assessment. 

Some versions here translate with “equivalent value,” but it’s important to note that this is not 

talking about intrinsic value; it’s talking about economic value. You’ll note, for example, that the 

price is higher for those in the prime of life (ages twenty through sixty) and for males. It’s not 

because these have more intrinsic value; it’s because this text is thinking in terms of manual 

labor, and those who are in the prime of life have more strength than the elderly, and males 

typically are physically stronger than females. Females also had greater responsibilities for 

bearing and rearing children. So “assessment” might be a better term to use than “value” here. 

When Someone Is Too Poor to Pay. In verse 8, a more literal translation might be, “If 

someone is too poor to pay the assessment, then he”—that is to say, the person making the 

vow— “shall be made to stand before the priest, and the priest shall assess him. The priest shall 

assess him according to what the vower can afford.” In other words, the priest is going to take 

into account the financial situation of the vower and adjusts the standard prices accordingly. 

Again, this is a sign of compassion. The Lord is not interested in bankrupting His people, but He 

does value that they keep their vows. So, He’s giving them here a way to do this and to maintain 

their dignity as well as their fidelity to their promise. 

THE PURITY OF THE ANIMALS. The next verses switch from people to animals (verses 

9–13). If the animals were ceremonially pure, they had to be given to the tabernacle (verses 9–

10). There’s no exchanging here; you couldn’t give a goat instead of a sheep if you had vowed a 

sheep, for example. And there’s no substituting, so if you had vowed your prized sheep, you 

can’t give a less prized sheep in its place. If you did so, both animals become holy, so it doesn’t 

do any good to keep one of them anyway because then you would be stealing from the Lord. 

If an animal wasn’t pure (verses 11–13)—for example, a well-trained and prized donkey or 

camel that you had vowed—then it could be redeemed according to the standard assessment 

rates, which are not given here. But you had to add twenty percent to the standard rate, and this 

would discourage people from making vows lightly. We can note here that verse 12 is, literally, 

“the priest shall assess its value between good and bad”; that is to say, figure out where on the 

scale between top quality and bottom quality it is and assess accordingly. The same is true in 

verse 14. 

Inanimate Objects 

The second section here is about inanimate objects, houses and land (verses 14–25). As in 

chapter 25, these laws again look forward to life in the promised land. Here, the person is 

dedicating these items as holy; that is to say, sets them aside to the Lord, who would then give 

them to the priests in the tabernacle. This could be done by means of a vow, a promise that you 

made before an answered prayer, or perhaps also by a simple oath, a promise sometimes made 

after the Lord has blessed you in some way. 

HOUSES. Houses are described in verses 14 and 15, and they could be redeemed according 

to their value, and you add twenty percent. 

LAND. As for land (verses 16–25), it’s important to remember here the background. The text 

speaks of selling land, but as we noted in chapter 25, this is really talking about selling the lease 
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to the land. Land could not permanently be sold. But what’s happening here in the section on 

land? It’s a complicated situation. One plausible understanding is as follows: If a person owns 

land (verses 16–21), after dedicating it they would continue working it—priests wouldn’t have 

time to do it—and be expected to pay the assessment value plus twenty percent sometime before 

the Jubilee, in that way redeeming it. If not, or if the person chose to lease land that they had 

dedicated, it becomes a priestly property in the year of Jubilee (verses 20–21), and the priest 

perhaps would then lease these lands out to get revenue for the tabernacle or something along 

those lines. 

Why was the person not able to redeem the land if he leased it? The text doesn’t explain. But 

one suggestion is as follows: If this law was not here, a person might decide to dedicate a field 

and then be worried (“I won’t make enough to redeem it”). By the way, they dedicate this field 

as a costly gift and then begin to think, “I won’t make enough to redeem it, or it’s going to take a 

long time, so I’ll just lease it out as a means of getting regular income; and then in the Jubilee, 

I’ll just get the field back.” Sort of like you or I dedicating a house to the Lord, renting it out, 

taking in all the rent money, and then getting the house back at the end. What does that mean? 

It’s not really a costly gift. You’re actually profiting from the so-called gift to the Lord. And this 

law prevents that from happening. 

If a person dedicated land they had leased (verses 22–24), they had to pay up immediately, 

which may have helped to prevent any liens on the land. And if they didn’t pay right away, 

presumably, any profits they had from the land would go immediately to the tabernacle. 

In the Jubilee, the land reverts back to its owner. 

In the next segment we’ll consider the second half of this chapter. 
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JUBILEE AND REDEMPTION (LEV 27:1–34): PART 2 

Important Details (continued) 

Required Offerings, People, and Objects Dedicated to the Lord 

Leviticus 27:26–33 describes required offerings and people or objects that are irrevocably 

dedicated to the Lord. There are three sections here, among these verses: firstborn animals 

(verses 26–27), irrevocably devoted things (verses 28–29), and then tithes (verses 30–33). 

FIRSTBORN ANIMALS. First, firstborn animals (verses 26–27). These already belong to 

the Lord; that’s clear from Exod 13:2, 12, 14–15. You can’t dedicate to the Lord what He already 

owns, just like I can’t hand to you something you already own and then call it a gift. Thus, you 

can’t use these to fulfill a vow. If the animal was unclean, you either redeemed it and added 

twenty percent or sold it, with the assumption being the profits would go to the tabernacle. And 

this law, we can note, either replaces the earlier one of Exod 13:13 or simply assumes it and adds 

to it. 

IRREVOCABLY DEVOTED THINGS. Second here, irrevocably devoted things (verses 28–

29). The beginning of verse 28 may be literally translated, “however, every item that a person 

irrevocably devotes to the Lord.” The word translated “irrevocably devotes” here is ַרם  ,charam/חָּ

and it refers to giving something permanently to the Lord. This happens in individual contexts 

and in community contexts. 

In individual contexts, a person might dedicate a person or animal or land to the Lord—that 

is to say, to the tabernacle—permanently. That’s the situation of verse 28. The person, when 

making the vow or oath, would make clear that this is the type of dedication that was in mind. 

No redemption here was possible; it passes to the tabernacle permanently. In case of a person, we 

assume they would serve at the tabernacle there as a servant. 

In community contexts, several instances can be pointed to where the Israelites, in certain 

wars, such as the destruction of the Canaanites, or in judging idolatrous Israelite towns (Deut 

13:13–16), are to devote the people there irrevocably to the Lord by means of destruction. And 

that’s what verse 29 is talking about. Verse 29 is not saying an individual can simply dedicate 

anyone they want irrevocably to the Lord and kill them. That would be murder. 

In the context of the whole Pentateuch, this action is reserved for special community actions 

commanded by the Lord. And, by the way here, it’s important to note that this is not simply 

ethnic cleansing, and you know that because it applies to Israelites as well as to Canaanites (Deut 

13:13–16), with the verb charam occurring in verse 15 there. 

The reason for this is not the passport you carry. No, this is the Lord’s end-time judgment 

breaking into space and time because of the evil behavior that you’re engaged in. 

TITHES. The third section here is tithes (verses 30–33). This is the first time that tithes are 

commanded, though we can note that Abraham did this with a king in the land—he gave tithes 

(Gen 14:18–20)—and that giving tithes occurs elsewhere in the ancient Near East as something 

you did for a king. So, it was natural for the Israelites here to imitate Abraham and give a tithe to 

the Lord who is the King of kings. 
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The purpose of the tithes is to support the tabernacle and tabernacle personnel (see Num 18). 

Priests and Levites did not own large tracts of land. The tithe enabled them to continue serving in 

the tabernacle by providing for their material needs. The tithe also went, every three years, to 

special care for the needy (Deut 14:28–29). The Lord’s laws here are careful to make sure that 

compassion and care are shown to those who are in need. 

If you were tithing land produce, you could redeem it by adding twenty percent, which you 

might want to do—redeem some of it—if you needed more seed to sow for the next year. If an 

animal, then you gave every tenth one to the Lord, and presumably, this is every tenth of the new 

animals from that year, just like you tithe on the new crop from the year. If there are only nine 

animals, for example, born that year, then none would be given, which would enable the herd 

time to repopulate. 

In the next segment we’ll go on to consider some of the lessons that the Lord is teaching us 

in this chapter. 
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JUBILEE AND REDEMPTION (LEV 27:1–34): PART 3 

Key Lessons 

What were the key lessons the Lord wanted to communicate to His people Israel, and how do 

those lessons apply to us today? Let me mention two lessons and then a final thought. 

Keeping Promises to the Lord 

First lesson: Those who make promises to the Lord must keep them. The assumption behind 

many of these laws is that the Israelites made a vow promising something as an expression of 

thanks to the Lord if or when He answered their prayer. Failure to fulfill here was not simply 

failure to say thank you but to break a promise to the King of the universe. The Bible therefore 

warns against making vows lightly (Eccl 5:5) and even encourages, “but if you refrain from 

vowing, you will not be guilty of sin” (Deut 23:22). That is to say, feel no obligation to make 

vows. But if a vow is made it must be kept. You see an example of this with Paul in Acts 18:18. 

To do so is to honor the Lord as King, to say that our promises are worth keeping because we’ve 

made them to the one who is completely worthy of our honor and obedience. 

Honoring the Lord through Provision for Leaders and the Needy 

A second lesson here is that the Lord expects His people to honor Him as King by providing 

generously for their spiritual leaders and for the needy among them. This is especially clear in 

the tithe laws (verses 30–33), especially as expanded on in Num 18 and Deut 14. 

There’s debate today on whether tithe laws apply in the same way today as they did back 

then, as some say yes, pointing to Matt 23:23 or the parallel passage in Luke 11:42. Here Jesus 

says to Jewish leaders, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give 

a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cumin. But you have neglected the more important matters 

of law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter without neglecting 

the former.” And so those in this camp say the phrase “without neglecting the former”—that is, 

the tithing—means that tithing is still enforced today. 

Others say, well no, pointing out that the tithe law was part of the old covenant, we’re under 

a new covenant, and that in this verse, Jesus is speaking to those under the old covenant and 

rebuking them for doing part of it and not all of it. In fact, those in this camp would go on to say 

if we try to apply Jesus’ words here to Christians, it would mean Christians should do all of the 

OT law, not just parts of it, which Christians clearly do not need to do—for example, laws on 

ritual purity. We discussed this in a much earlier segment. 

Even so, in the latter case, the key is this. The principle still applies: being generous in 

providing for spiritual leaders so they can focus on leading God’s people, and being generous in 

providing for the poor as a demonstration of the Lord’s care. Ten percent here can be a helpful 

guideline, though the wealthy can give ten percent and not be generous and someone who’s poor 

could give less than ten percent and still be very generous. The important question is this: Are we 

trying to honor the Lord and return thanks to Him for His goodness and grace by generously 

returning to Him what He’s entrusted to us and doing so by supporting spiritual leaders and by 

supporting the poor? 
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A Final Thought 

A final thought: The last three chapters of Leviticus all look forward in some way to life in 

the promised land. All provide laws that tell Israel how to obey the Lord when they get there. 

The assumption is that Israel will continue embracing the covenant from the heart, follow the 

covenant Lord, and march into the land. In this way, the laws are a natural transition to Numbers, 

where Israel sets out for that land. 

We finish Leviticus with a hunger to see this happen, but we also know the story takes a 

tragic turn. Israel doesn’t enter the promised land because they give up faith in the divine King 

and His ability to help them get there. It’s only the following generation that trusts the Lord 

enough to finally enter that promised land. And that means we’re left with the question: Will we 

be like this generation of Israel or the next? The key here is this: It comes down to whether or not 

we keep our eyes fixed on the King and His promises and thus follow Him obediently and 

confidently, knowing He will be faithful and will keep us to the end. 

We do this by fixing our eyes on “Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith” (Heb 12:2). 

Knowing that as we trust in Him and walk with Him, He will strengthen us and guard us to be 

His kingdom of priests and holy nation, reflecting the good, loving, merciful, just, holy character 

of God into the world, fulfilling our mission as His followers until He leads us fully and finally 

into the land of God’s glorious rest. In that land, the curses will be no more. God Himself will 

wipe away every tear from our eye, and we will live with Him forever. “Amen. Even so, come, 

Lord Jesus.” 
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CONCLUDING THE COURSE 

Key Takeaways 

I’d like to finish by mentioning a few of the key points that I hope you’ve been able to take 

away during our time together. 

Metaphor of a Covenant King 

The first is, I hope you’ve been able to appreciate how the metaphor of a covenant King 

who’s dwelling in the midst of a covenant people helps you as you read and interpret the book of 

Leviticus. 

Window into the Heart of the Lawgiver 

I hope, secondly, you’ve been able to see how these laws are a window into the heart of the 

Lawgiver and that they represent His values. And they have much to teach us today, even if we 

don’t have to keep all of them in exactly the same way. 

Meaning and Application 

I hope you’ve been able to see that when it comes to application, it’s incredibly important 

always to begin by asking, “What did this mean to the original audience?” before turning to ask, 

“Well, what does it mean for us today?” 

A King of Goodness, Grace, and Love 

I hope you’ve been able to see that the King described in these laws is a King of goodness 

and grace and love who desires our fellowship and who gives us a mission reflecting His good, 

just, holy kingdom into the world so that this world might be filled with His goodness, His love, 

His justice, and His peace as far as the curse is found. 

Jesus’ Sacrifice and Priestly Ministry 

I hope above all that you’ve been able to see that one of the greatest gifts of Leviticus is the 

way in which it helps us to understand how much more Jesus has done in His sacrifice for us and 

in His priestly ministry on our behalf. 

When I was in England doing my PhD, studying things like sacrifice and sin and atonement 

day after day after day in the book of Leviticus, after about a year, I started to have a new 

experience in church. We’d be singing a song which would just mention sin or mention a 

sacrifice or mention atonement or mention ransom, and I couldn’t help but start to cry. That was 

because in studying these things in Leviticus, I had come to appreciate all that much more deeply 

what it is that Jesus had done for us in His final sacrifice and in His priestly ministry. I hope our 

time together has helped you appreciate Jesus more deeply as well. 

 


