
WEEK ONE: 
INTRODUCTION TO LEVITICUS 

 
Leviticus is one of the books of the Bible least read by Christians.  On the surface, the matters it 
discusses have no apparent message or relevance for Christians, and thus Leviticus receives little 
attention in the church today.  Y et, in Old Testament times, it used to be the first book that 
Jewish children were taught to study.  This is because Leviticus deals directly with all of the 
major issues in a believer's covenant relationship with God, especially those involving sin and 
atonement.  The key topics in Leviticus are still important to believers today, and when we 
develop the proper perspective, we can then fully appreciate the book's significance. 
 
Leviticus'  Position in the B ible 
 
Leviticus is the third of the five "Books of the Law".  Together, these five books lay the 
groundwork for the rest of the Old Testament, by detailing the origins, foundations and purpose 
of the nation of Israel.   Looked at in this way, and oversimplifying just a bit, we can describe the 
respective main topics of these books as follows: 
 
GENESIS: God chooses his people 
EX ODUS: God redeems his people 
LEV ITICUS: God sanctifies his people 
NUMBERS: God directs his people 
DEUTERONOMY : God teaches his people 
 
The material in Leviticus was either written down by Moses himself, or was perhaps passed on 
orally by him to others who faithfully wrote it down.  The bulk of the book consists of detailing 
the Levitical laws and instructions that God gave to Moses.  All the material in Leviticus is 
written as a straightforward narrative; that is, there is no poetic, figurative, or prophetic writing, 
so it very easy to interpret.  The main challenge in studying Leviticus is to develop a perspective 
that can help us see the full significance that it has to the church of Christ. 
 
The Them e V erse of Leviticus 
 
The theme verse of the book is Leviticus 10:10, wherein Moses defines for Aaron and his sons 
their mission as priests: "Y ou must distinguish between the holy and the common, between the 
unclean and the clean".  This charge has obvious significance as well for Christians, who form 
the "priesthood of believers" under the new covenant.  The entire book of Leviticus defines and 
explains, in numerous practical ways, the concepts of holy and common, unclean and clean.  The 
Levitical priesthood has long since disappeared, having been replaced with the sacrificial 
ministry of Christ, but these principles on which it was based are just as important today as they 
ever were. 
 
The Levitical priests needed to have a thorough knowledge of what constituted cleanness, and of 
what constituted holiness.  They needed to know this in theory and also in practice.  Further, they 
were entrusted with teaching these concepts and all their implications to the community of God's 
people.  Today, we Christians are priests under the new covenant, with Jesus Christ as the high 
priest, as the book of Hebrews teaches us.  And we also must have a good understanding of 
cleanness and holiness, not only as they apply in our lives, but as they apply to the needs in the 
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lives of those around us. 
 
The Purpose of Leviticus 
 
The purpose of Leviticus is echoed in verses such as 11:44-45, 19:2, and 20:26: "Be holy, for I 
the Lord your God am holy."  The word "holy" appears more times in the book of Leviticus than 
in any other book of the Bible.  The book of Leviticus both calls God's people to be holy, and 
shows them how to do it.  In the literal instructions to the Jews under the Old Covenant, God 
teaches them how to sanctify themselves and maintain a communal and personal relationship 
with him.  In the spiritual themes that are developed and emphasized, he also leaves for 
Christians a challenge to value holiness and to understand how to attain it.  In Leviticus, we learn 
that holiness can only come about through sanctification, and that this is not attainable without a 
proper response to God's call.  We also learn that cleanness, while desirable and demanding our 
full effort to achieve, is not the same as holiness, but an important preparation for it. 
  
Most of the specific situations detailed in Leviticus are not of literal interest to Christians today, 
but are still worthy of our careful study, because they have an important symbolical meaning 
(and sometimes even form a type/ antitype parallel with a New Testament concept) for believers 
in Christ.  For example, in the first seven chapters, Leviticus details the basic, repeated sacrifices 
that the Levitical priests offered continually for themselves and for the people.  This sacrificial 
ministry ended over 1900 years ago.  But, as Hebrews explains, it serves as a prototype of the 
one-for-all sacrifice that Jesus Christ offered.  Understanding the need and the purpose behind 
the original sacrificial system gives us insight into what Jesus has done for us, and what he has 
done for the lost humans around us. 
 
Making sense of Leviticus is surprisingly easy once we understand the basic concepts, and have 
a general idea of its contents and structure. 
 
H oly &  Com m on,  Clean &  U nclean 
 
These are the four fundamental concepts that are the basis for most of the instructions in the 
Levitical laws.  If you understand these four concepts, you can make sense of almost anything in 
the book of Leviticus, and more importantly, you will be able to understand a great many other 
lessons taught later in the Scriptures, for which Leviticus is a building block. 
 
There are two important distinctions to note.  First, anything in our world is either holy or 
common.  All common things are in turn either clean or unclean.  Note that any common object 
must be clean before it can become holy.  Many of the Jews to whom Moses spoke were satisfied 
with being clean, and did not aspire to ever be holy.  Likewise, many believers in Christ are also 
content with being "clean", and lack either the willingness or the knowledge to take the further 
steps necessary to embrace the holiness that God grants them. 
 
Clean is the normal state of most things in this world.  Clean means to be complete, whole, 
normal, pure.  It is intermediate between the desirable extreme of holy, and the undesirable 
extreme of unclean.  Although it is the "normal" state, it is an unstable state, because anything 
clean can always become either holy or unclean. 
 
Unclean means that an entity is abnormal or unfit.  This can come from being polluted, impure, 
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or incomplete.  It is meant to be a temporary state, at most, for humans and most other entities.  
(There are, however, some objects and animals that are by nature always unclean.) 
 
Holy can be defined in a couple of different ways.  Holy things are those which have been given 
to God and thus belong to God alone.  Equivalently, something holy is no longer part of this 
world.  For example, the Levitical priests, once sanctified for service, were holy.  They were 
given to God and belonged to him alone, and were in their essential nature and identity no longer 
part of this world.  For these reasons, they were eligible to do only the work of the ministry as 
God directed, and were not to have secular employment.  Further, they were not given any 
inheritance in the Promised Land, and could not possess territory the way that the other 11 tribes 
were. 
 
The basic relationships between them can be explained via this diagram: 
 
 
                         HOLY  

 
Profane                             Sanctify 
 
 
                       (Common) 
                         CLEAN 

 
Pollute                             Cleanse 
 
 
                       (Common) 
                      UNCLEAN 

 
 
Something or someone unclean can be cleansed, if done as God explains, and is then clean (but 
still common).  Under the right circumstances, a clean object can then be sanctified in order to 
become holy.  Note that these changes can only be travelled exactly as God instructs.  One 
cannot institute one's own means of cleansing or sanctification.  In most practical examples in 
Leviticus, there is generally only one way for the unclean to be cleansed, or for the common to 
be sanctified. Things can also follow the reverse sequence: something holy can be profaned, and 
thus become common (but clean), and could further become polluted in order to become unclean.  
Unlike things moving in the first direction, there are usually many ways that the holy can be 
profaned, or the clean polluted.  Note that the holy and the unclean (the two ends of the 
sequence) cannot ever come into contact without disastrous results.  This is not an arbitrary 
decision by God, but is rather the essential nature of his universe, necessary by God's own holy 
nature.  For examples, see Leviticus 7:20 and 22:3. 
 
The natural state of most things and persons in God's creation is to be clean, but common.  There 
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are some exceptions, things that are declared to be unclean by nature.  Cleanness is basically a 
neutral state, and is really characterized by an absence - absence of pollution and impurity, but 
also absence of any higher purpose as well, until the clean is also made holy.  Clean objects are 
suitable and useful for daily life, but are still part of this world, and their purposes is in this 
world.  Cleanness is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the ultimate goal of holiness.  
Cleanness is thus an intermediate state between uncleanness and holiness.  There are several 
terms that are usually equivalent to cleanness: purity, perfection, normal, and whole.  All the 
above points about cleanness usually apply to these terms as well.  In particular, purity (or 
perfection) is necessary but not sufficient to produce holiness. 
 
Leviticus teaches us how first to be made clean, as preparation for holiness, and teaches us how 
then to be sanctified so that we can become holy.  In the Levitical ministry, these were actually 
done at different times, in sequence both ritually and chronologically.  In Christianity, the 
process is more subtle.  We are actually made both clean and holy at the point of Christian 
baptism, but while we can enjoy the benefits of cleanness (sinlessness) immediately, it usually 
takes some time to appreciate and apply the holiness we have been given. 
 
O ther Im portant Them es in Leviticus 
 
Besides the four key concepts already detailed, there are three other important themes, relating 
directly to those, that run through Leviticus: God's presence, sacrifice, and the covenant 
relationship.  God's presence is the greatest blessing that can be given to anyone in this world, 
provided that we learn to appreciate it and learn how to make his presence a reality.  The concept 
of sacrifice has always been presented as an essential for any believer in any age.  In order to 
cherish and value our relationship with God as we should, it is essential that we regularly 
sacrifice to him a good portion of our worldly goods.  Finally, God wants all of his people to 
understand that our relationship with him is a covenant relationship.  This means that it is made 
on God's terms, and is not arbitrary.  The conditions, rewards, and costs of a relationship with 
God are all clearly spelled out, and must not be made up as we go. 
 
In Leviticus, these three concepts are not always mentioned explicitly, but are often meant to be 
understood as the reasons or motivation behind many of the instructions and commands given in 
the book. 
 
O verview  and  O utline of the B ook  
Here is a simplified summary of the major sections of Leviticus and their main themes. 
 
Chapters 1-7: Sacrifices as a Way to God 
These chapters cover the details involved in properly offering the various basic Levitical 
sacrifices, such as burnt offerings, grain offerings, peace offerings, and others.  Chapters 1-5 
describe sacrifices made by general members of God's people, and chapters 6-7 describe those 
sacrifices that the priests were called on to make for themselves.  These sacrifices are often used 
or implied in New Testament teachings of our relationship with God.  Studying these sacrifices 
helps us to understand other important concepts such as sin, guilt, atonement, and fellowship.  
For example, the burnt offering was the regular sacrifice to atone for sin, which is referred to in 
Hebrews 10:6-8.  The grain offering, since it consisted of a person bringing his normal food to 
the priest, symbolized the dedication of one's life and work to God. 
 

 4



These, and the other sacrifices in these chapters, are intended to draw attention to our total 
dependence on God's mercy to fill our needs and to allow us to live in spite of our sins and 
shortcomings. 
 
 
Chapters 8-10: The Priesthood as a Way to God 
These chapters detail the institution and beginnings of the Levitical priesthood, including the 
procedures used to sanctify Aaron and his sons, and the first sacrifices they offered.  In chapter 
10 we see the results of presumption on the part of the priests, as Nadab and Abihu are struck 
dead because they offered an unauthorized sacrifice.  All these events are of significance to 
Christians, who are priests of a new order.  The many rituals needed to ordain Aaron and his sons 
show us that our own sanctification could not have come cheaply or without blood.  The fate of 
Nadab and Abihu warns us against being presumptuous in our attitudes or actions.  Finally, the 
great charge in 10:10 is at least as important to Christians as it was to the Levites. 
 
Chapters 11-16: Cleanness &  Uncleanness 
To become holy, we must first be clean.  These chapters detail many examples of the way to 
distinguish the clean from the unclean, and how to cleanse the unclean.  They contain lists of 
clean and unclean foods, and also cover such things as mildew, diseases, childbirth, and so forth.  
These passages are intended to draw attention to the absolute dependence we have on God to 
rescue our bodies from disease, uncleanness, decay, and death.  The climax to this section is 
chapter 16, the description of the Day of Atonement, the cleansing of the tabernacle and the 
entire nation from sins.  This Day is, of course, a deeply developed foreshadowing of the work of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
Chapters 17-27: Practical Holiness 
The book ends with an extended collection of instructions related to practical holiness.  Topics 
covered range from moral behavior to criminal punishment, from religious festivals to sabbatical 
years.  The concluding chapters also indicate some important conditions of the blessings God 
provides.  A few of these still hold some practical application many years later, but all of them 
still call attention to the way that God is present in every area of our lives.  One of the great 
benefits of reading the Levitical laws is to realize that God considers every area of our life, every 
second of every day, to be significant in our relationship with him.  No matter how far our 
thoughts are from God, he is close by, and he is thinking of us.  It is a privilege and a 
responsibility to walk with God every second of our lives. 
 
B ibliography 
 
A) Commentaries on Leviticus: 
 
Andrew Bonar, L ev iticus (Geneva Series of Commentaries) 
James Burton Coffman, L ev iticus, Num bers (The Believer's Commentary) 
R.K . Harrison, L ev iticus:  A n I ntroduction and Com m entary (Tyndale OT Commentaries)   
R. Laird Harris, Leviticus (In vol. 2 of T he E x positor' s B ible Com m entary) 
Gordon J. Wenham, T he B ook of L ev iticus (New International Commentary on the OT) 
 
The Wenham commentary is highly recommended, and its approach is the closest to that used in 
this study.  The others are additional recommended conservative commentaries. 
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B) Commentaries on Hebrews 
 
Raymond Brown, T he Messag e of H ebrew s (Bible Speaks Today series) 
F.F. Bruce, T he E pistle to the H ebrew s (New International Commentary on the NT) 
Arthur W. Pink, A n E x position of H ebrew s 
 
These are selected titles from the numerous useful conservative commentaries on the book of 
Hebrews, which has many close ties with Leviticus. 
 
C) Other Source 
 
Mary Douglas, P urity &  D ang er:  A n A nalysis of the Concepts of P ollution and T aboo 
(various contributors), E erdm ans'  H andbook to the W orld' s R elig ions 
 
Douglas's book is an anthropological study of concepts such as clean and unclean in various 
cultures, and has a very interesting study of the Levitical laws.  The Eerdmans' handbook is one 
of several popular studies useful for comparing contemporary religions with their historical 
backgrounds. 
 
Q uestions for W eek  O ne - F or D iscussion or F urther S tud y 
 
1) What other important concepts are related to holiness and cleanness, the main themes of 
Leviticus?  How would an understanding of holiness and cleanness help us better understand and 
apply other Christian principles? 
 
 
2) What might be involved in "distinguishing" between holy and common, unclean and clean, as 
the Levitical priests needed to do?  Consider what would be involved in an Old Testament 
context and also in a Christian context. 
 
 
3) Discuss how the important secondary themes in Leviticus are important also to Christians: 
God's presence, sacrifice, and a covenant relationship.  Consider some of the ways that Leviticus 
and other Old Testament books can help Christians better understand these concepts. 
 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
© 1999 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



WEEK TWO: 
THE LEVITICA L SA CRIFICES 

(LEVITICUS 1- 7 ) 
 
Each of the basic sacrifices described in Leviticus 1-7 had a particular importance in the 
relationship between God and his people.  We shall begin with a brief study of the tabernacle, the 
physical location of the Levitical ministry, and then take a look at the sacrifices one-by-one. 

 
This  chapter  will  provide  a  simple  overview  of  the  sacrifices  as  practiced  under  the  Old 
Covenant.  In the following chapter, we shall consider some of the parallels and implications in 
the New Testament. 

 
 
 
B ack ground : The Tabernacle (see E x od us 2 5 -3 1,  3 5 -4 0) 

 
Leviticus follows immediately after Exodus, and the discussion of sacrifice in Leviticus assumes 
a basic familiarity with the tabernacle that had been commanded and built in Exodus.  Y ou can 
read a detailed account in Exodus 25-31 (the chapters in which God gives instructions for how 
the tabernacle is to be built) and Exodus 35-40 (which describe how the Israelites made it, 
exactly  as  commanded).    For  our  purposes,  it  is necessary  only  to  make  note  of  its  most 
important features.  This is easiest to do using a rough diagram: 
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Y ou can see slightly different versions of this diagram in different references, but the general 
position of these features is not only invariable, it is essential to the symbolism involved. 

 
The rectangle comprising (1), (2), and (3) represents the actual tabernacle.  The tabernacle was 
covered with a tent, and this complex was collectively called the Tent of Meeting.  The terms 
"tabernacle" and "Tent of Meeting" are often used interchangeably by commentators.  (Note that 
there was also another temporary "tent of meeting" used by Moses at Sinai - see Ex. 33.)  The 
enclosed area surrounding the tabernacle and its related objects is the courtyard. 

 
Only the priests were able to enter the tabernacle itself, and the inside of it was holy.  Area (1) is 
the Holy Place, which all the priests were able to enter.  The Holy Place contained a lampstand 
(menorah), a table holding consecrated bread ("shewbread"), and an altar of incense. 
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(Note that Hebrews 9:4, as it is usually translated, erroneously implies that the altar of incense is in the Most Holy 
Place, although it was not.  For an explanation, see a good commentary on Hebrews, such as F.F. Bruce's.) 

 
The Most Holy Place (2) was the inner sanctuary of the tabernacle, and could only be entered by 
the high priest, and then only under very specific conditions, as we shall see in Leviticus 16.  A 
special veil or curtain (NIV ) separated the Most Holy Place from the Holy Place.  The Most Holy 
Place held the important ark of the covenant (3).  The lid of the ark was made of pure gold and 
was called the atonement cover (NIV ) or mercy seat (most other versions).  At the ends of the 
cover were two cherubim made of hammered gold. 

 
Between the Tent of Meeting and the altar of sacrifice was a bronze basin (4) where the priests 
washed their hands and feet before entering the Tent of Meeting.  The bronze altar of sacrifice 
(5) was the location where the sacrifices that we are reading about took place.  Nearby was an 
ash pit (6) where certain of the remains of the sacrifices were placed.  Note that there was also a 
different ash heap completely outside the tabernacle, in fact outside the entire camp, where 
certain other remains were taken. 

 
The B asic Levitical S acrifices 

 
Leviticus 1-7 details the five basic sacrifices offered under the Old Covenant.  First, there are 
general instructions given to all of Israel for these sacrifices (1:1-6:7).  Then there are some 
particular instructions for the priests on offering the sacrifices (6:8-7:38). 

 
(Note: in the Hebrew Bible, chapter 5 ends with our 6:7, and chapter 6 is our 6:8-6:30.) 

 
The five sacrifices are (as named in the NIV ) the Burnt Offering, Grain Offering, Fellowship 
Offering, Sin Offering, and Guilt Offering.   Each one served a particular purpose in the 
relationship between God and his people.  The common Burnt Offering provided the basic, 
ongoing atonement for sin.  The Grain Offering, usually offered as a supplement to a Burnt or 
other offering, was an extra expression of devotion and tribute to God.  The Fellowship Offering, 
usually given entirely of one's freewill, was usually a celebration of fellowship with God and his 
people.  The Sin Offering was required for Purification after certain specific types of sin.  The 
Guilt Offering was required as part of the reparation process when a sin was committed against 
the holy sanctuary or against God's holy name. 

 
We shall examine the Burnt Offering in detail, and then shall more briefly survey the others, 
pointing out only those noteworthy features that differ from those of the other sacrifices. 

 
The B urnt O ffering - Leviticus 1 

 
This was the most common of the Levitical sacrifices.  The priests offered one each morning and 
each evening, and burnt offerings were also frequently offered by individuals from the Israelite 
community.  Its Hebrew name (    ) means "going up" or "ascending", because the entire sacrifice 
became smoke that rose up to the heavens. 

 
The animal given for the burnt offering could be a bull, or a male goat or sheep, or a dove or 
pigeon.   The text of Leviticus does not explain how the choice of animal was made, but in 
general the choice was made according to the means of the worshiper.  In all cases, the animals 
had to be domesticated ones, belonging to the worshiper, not animals hunted for the occasion. 
Thus they were a true sacrifice, with some allowance made for what a person could afford.  The 
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worshiper had to then kill his own animal, to emphasize his involvement and responsibility.  The 
blood of the animal was splashed on the altar, and all of the rest of it was burned on the altar. 
For this reason, in some versions this sacrifice is called the "Whole Offering". 

 
(Note: If the sacrifice was a bird, there were two differences: the priests killed it, using a more complex procedure, 
and some of its remains were placed on the ash heap.) 

 
V erse 4 tells us the purpose of the burnt offering - "to make atonement for him".  Now, as we 
shall see soon, there were other sacrifices prescribed for specific offenses.  The burnt offering 
therefore is not so much to request atonement for a particular sin, as to ask for atonement for 
being a sinner, for sin in a general sense.  It asked for God to overlook the fact that the worshiper 
was a sinner, and to grant him favor in spite of it.  Burnt offerings were prescribed in a variety of 
situations, many of which we shall see in Leviticus, in which the need is to ask for atonement 
and divine favor. 

 
V erses 9,13, and 17 make a statement common to many examples of sacrifice in the Old 
Testament, that the sacrifice "has a soothing (or pleasing) aroma" to the Lord.  This should not at 
all be interpreted in the literal sense that God likes the smell of burning animals.  Rather it refers 
to the pleasure God gets from having his people seek him and honor him, by following his will, 
and above all from having his relationship with them protected and maintained. 

 
The G rain O ffering (Cereal O ffering) - Leviticus 2  

 
Many of the points made concerning the burnt offering also apply to the others, so in looking at 
the other basic offerings we shall make note only of those features that are distinctive. 

 
The grain (or cereal) offering was rarely offered by itself, but rather was usually offered 
immediately after, and connected with, another sacrifice.   The name in Hebrew (     ) means 
"tribute" or "gift", and implies that it is being given to someone greater than the sacrificer.  Thus 
the Grain Offering is an additional expression of devotion to God, usually on occasions when 
other sacrifices were necessary. 

 
This offering differed from the burnt offering (and also from the others discussed below) in that 
it involved not animals, but grain, in the form of cakes prepared in a certain way.  The offerings 
were not to contain yeast, and generally contained oil or incense.  It also differed in that only a 
portion of the sacrifice was actually consumed on the altar (the memorial portion), while the rest 
could be eaten by the priests.  In fact, besides the burnt offering (see above), all of the basic 
sacrifices provided food for the priests from some part of the offering.   Recall that in the 
Levitical system, the tribe of Levi did not have their own land or many of the other economic 
benefits that were given to the other 11 tribes, and so God made arrangements for them to 
receive much of their support through the exercise of their priestly duties. 

 
The F ellow ship O ffering - Leviticus 3  

 
This sacrifice has more different names in the various Bible versions than any of the others.  The 
term in Hebrew (    ) has the same root as the word "shalom", which is usually translated "peace", 
and so in the NASB, K ing James, and some other versions, this sacrifice is called the Peace 
Offering.  But the root has a broader meaning than that, combining the concept of peace, 
fellowship, and a general sense of community well-being.   Thus the NRSV  uses Well-Being, 
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instead of fellowship or peace, to refer to this sacrifice. 
 
From  a  functional  standpoint,  the  fellowship  offering  has  some  important  and  distinctive 
features.  It is the only one of the five basic sacrifices that generally was offered entirely as an act 
of free-will, instead of at an appointed time or as the consequence of a particular law.  It also was 
distinctive in that it was the only sacrifice that was partially eaten by the sacrificer, and not by 
the priests alone.   After sacrificing part of the animal (which could be cattle, sheep, or goats, 
either male or female), the worshiper and priests enjoyed a meal together with the rest of the 
meat.   While all the others, except for the burnt offering, involved part of the sacrifice being 
eaten, only the priests could eat of the sacrifices other than the fellowship offering. 

 
The fellowship or peace offering was thus primarily a celebration, not an act of tribute or 
supplication as the others were.  It celebrated and proclaimed the fellowship or community of 
God's people, and expressed gratitude for the accompanying blessings.   Fellowship offerings 
were also sometimes connected with the release from a vow. 

 
The S in O ffering and  G uilt O ffering - Leviticus 4 :1-6 :7  

 
These two sacrifices, like the burnt offering, were necessitated by sin.   But unlike the regular 
burnt offering, they were made in response to specific sins of certain types.  The Hebrew term 
for the sin offering (   ) comes from the root of the common word for "sin".  It is also sometimes 
referred to as the Purification Offering.   The Hebrew word for the guilt offering (    ) means 
"guilt" or "reparation" - that is, it is associated with actions that require making amends for what 
was done, while the sin offering was primarily only to purify (make clean again) the sinner.  In 
some versions, the guilt offering is called the trespass or reparation offering. 

 
Both sacrifices involved animals, and the sacrificial procedures were somewhat more involved 
than in earlier offerings.  In both cases, the priests were as usual allowed to eat a portion of the 
sacrificed animal after performing the rite for the worshiper.  The choice of animals differed 
between the two, and in particular, for a sin offering (the more common of the two) the animal 
that needed to be offered was determined by the offender's standing in the community - the more 
prominent they were, the more purification was needed for their sin, and consequently a more 
valuable animal needed to be sacrificed. 

 
The  text  of  these  chapters  details,  in  a  mostly  straightforward  way,  what  kinds  of  sins 
necessitated one of these two offerings.  In general, the sin offering was required for types of sins 
that were inadvertent, done out of ignorance or neglect, and usually those that impacted directly 
on one's relationship with God.  The guilt offering was required for a more serious class of sins 
that were considered to defile some holy thing (including God's holy name) or that in some other 
way caused profanation to occur.  When a guilt offering was required, it was part of a more 
complete discipline of the sinner (or reparation) that included repayment with extra for the holy 
articles involved, or other appropriate restitution. 

 
The commentaries in the bibliography provide a more detailed examination of the kinds of sins 
that required these two offerings to made as atonement. 

 
Instructions for the Priests - Leviticus 6 :8 -7 :3 8  

 
This  first  section  of  Leviticus  concludes  with  an  added  set  of  instructions  for  the  priests 
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themselves, as they prepared to offer the sacrifices that have just been described.  Naturally, the 
priests had additional responsibility, and had to be familiar with aspects of the system that the 
general populace did not need to be concerned with.  Much of this section simply returns to the 
same five sacrifices and gives additional directives to the priests, in particular for when a priest is 
the one offering a sacrifice.  But there are also some important new themes mentioned here. 

 
We see in 6:8-13 the instruction for one of the best-known features of the Levitical system. 
Besides making a burnt offering each morning and evening, the priests had to make certain that 
the fire on the altar never went out.  The precise reason is not explained, but it was symbolic of 
the general ideas of perpetual worship to God and the perpetual consecration of the people. 

 
Most of the other directions in this section simply amplify themes we have already examined in 
connection  with  the  basic  kinds  of  sacrifices.    But  there  are  some  interesting  additional 
regulations given for the fellowship or peace offering, the one after which a meal was shared by 
the worshiper and priests.  There are strict guidelines (see 7:15-18) as to when it may be eaten. It 
was not permissible to hoard or store up the sacrificial food, and there were set "time limits" 
within which it had to be eaten.  Y ou may recall similar commands that God gave in the desert 
concerning the manna he provided.  When God provides, he expects us to reciprocate with faith 
and trust.  Hoarding what God has provided demonstrates a lack of faith that he will provide in 
the future. 

 
There are also some significant restrictions on parts of animals that may not be eaten - blood and 
fat of any animal may never be eaten.  The blood not only signifies the life of a creature, but also 
is the crucial vehicle of atonement, and is not to treated as food.  The fat is symbolic of the best 
portion, and is always considered to belong to God alone.  This idea shows itself all the way back 
in Genesis, when Abel was commended for offering the fat portions from his animals. 

 
 
 
(For Q uestions on this week's topics, see the end of the notes for Week Three.) 

 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited. 
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



WEEK THREE: 
SA CRIFICE IN THE NEW COVENA NT 

(BA SED ON THE TOPICS OF LEVITICUS 1- 7 ) 
 
We shall now leave the Leviticus text to consider the role that sacrifice plays in the lives of 
believers under the New Covenant.  This has two important aspects: first, the sacrifice of Jesus 
himself, as a fulfillment of, and more perfect replacement for, the Levitical ministry, and second, 
the role of sacrifice in the daily lives of believers.  This is a broad topic worthy of careful study, 
and this chapter is meant only to provide some thoughts, before we return to Leviticus. 
 
J esus'  S acrifice and  the Levitical S acrifices - Purposes Com pared  
 
Each of the major types of sacrifices had a particular importance, in that each was designed to 
fulfill a particular purpose, and to meet particular needs in the Israelites' relationship with God.  
Because Jesus fulfilled completely and permanently all of these purposes and needs, his 
sacrificial ministry was able to replace the Levitical ministry.  
 
Looking at it another way, since we are assured (numerous times in the book of Hebrews) that 
Jesus' sacrifice made the Levitical sacrifices obsolete, then we know that Jesus must have 
fulfilled the purpose of all of them, since none of them are required any longer. 
 
This is, in fact, one of the historical demonstrations of the truth of Christianity.  Not long after 
Jesus performed his once-for-all sacrifice, the Romans invaded Jerusalem and destroyed it, 
including the temple (this took place in AD 70).  At that time, the Levitical ministry was 
permanently discontinued.  The most loyal and faithful of the Jewish people throughout the 
following years and centuries have continued to hold to the other laws - the dietary laws, the 
special days, and all the rest, but no one has ever revived the sacrificial system.  God caused this 
to happen, so that there would be no mistaking that the Messianic sacrifice had truly been 
offered, and that no further Levitical sacrifice was needed.  Before Christ, the sacrificial ministry 
was the heart of Judaism, providing the atonement God's people needed as they awaited the 
Messiah.  Faithful Jews today still await the Messiah, but they have long ago discarded the 
concept of sacrifice and atonement.  Thus contemporary Judaism is more of a cultural force and 
a social (or political) bond, and no longer a vehicle for God's special purpose. 
 
Let us now briefly summarize the ways that Jesus' once-for-all sacrifice of himself fulfilled all 
the purposes of the Levitical ministry. 
 
Recall that the burnt offering (the most common of the sacrifices) provided atonement for sin, 
primarily in a general sense, as opposed to forgiving a particular sin.  The priests offered burnt 
offerings each morning and evening, and also offered frequently them on behalf of individual 
Israelites.  The burnt offering was completely consumed by fire, and it was burnt offerings that 
kept the perpetual fire burning on the altar of sacrifice.  The parallels with Jesus are obvious and 
significant.  Jesus is of course the perfect sacrifice for sin, and one of the important basics of 
Christianity is that he provides atonement for sin in a general sense, bringing forgiveness for 
every sin a convert has ever committed, and every sin he or she will commit in the future.  
 
Jesus' sacrifice is not limited to pre-Christian sins, or to only those sins we specifically list or 
confess.  And Jesus' sacrifice was once-for-all because it was a sacrifice with perpetual power, 
being kept alive in the hearts of Christians, as Paul said, "We always carry around in our body 
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the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body." (2 Cor. 4:10) 
 
The grain (or cereal) offering was generally offered in connection with other sacrifices, not by 
itself, and the offering of grain (one's own usual food) was an extra act of devotion and tribute to 
God.  Likewise, Jesus' ministry contained many "extras" beyond his sacrifice on the cross.  He 
poured out his life as a sacrifice, serving, teaching, witnessing, and loving.  Although the only 
absolutely essential sacrifice he needed to make came at the cross, he lived a life of continual 
sacrifice and ministry. 
 
The fellowship (or peace) offering was unique in providing food not only for the priests (as in all 
the other sacrifices except for the burnt offering) but also for the worshipers from the Israelite 
community, who shared a fellowship meal with the priests after the sacrifice was made.  This 
sacrifice also differed from the others in that it was entirely an act of free-will.  The parallel that 
jumps to mind is the Lord's Supper service.  Christians commemorate Jesus' sacrifice each week 
by symbolically consuming the body and blood of the sacrificial lamb, in what is essentially a 
fellowship meal.  The unleavened bread and the fruit of the vine have no significance in 
themselves.  They only have importance because of the body and blood of the sacrificed Jesus 
that they represent. 
 
The sin (or purification) offering and the guilt (or trespass/ reparation) offering were special 
offerings required when certain types of sins had been committed, which required atonement and 
purification beyond that provided by the basic burnt offerings.  As Christians, this happens to us, 
too.  On occasion we commit a sin that is particularly damaging to our relationship with God.  
Jesus provides forgiveness for these just as he does for our sins in a general sense.  Recall that 
the guilt offering was also part of a larger process of discipline and restitution for sins against 
holy things.  The offender had to do everything possible to make up for his or her sin.  This also 
happens to Christians - there are occasions when Jesus' sacrifice provides forgiveness, but other 
actions are required of a believer if the situation is to be made right. 
 
J esus'  S acrificial M inistry - Leviticus and  H ebrew s 
 
Hebrews contains many of the most familiar comparisons between Jesus' sacrificial ministry and 
the Levitical sacrifices.  These comparisons could serve as material for an entire course on their 
own.  Recall that the purpose of Hebrews is to encourage a group of believers who were losing 
heart, and thinking that Christianity was not worth the struggle and sacrifice.  Since these 
believers were primarily Jewish converts, many of them were contemplating a return to the old 
law.  Thus, much of the book of Hebrews is based on the premise that anyone who truly 
understands the Levitical ministry gains a greater appreciation for Jesus.  The writer hopes that a 
careful comparison of the two ministries will enable these struggling believers to see that Christ 
and Christianity are superior to the Levites and the old law. 
 
We shall make just a brief survey of some of the most important verses in Hebrews that make 
this comparison explicitly using the concept of sacrifice, to point out the basic points.  In all 
cases we shall just be touching on the important themes, but our survey can be a starting point 
for your own studies of the comparisons in Hebrews.  
 
In the first four chapters of Hebrews, several aspects of Jesus' superiority are demonstrated, but 
without explicit reference to sacrifice.  The first sacrificial reference is in Hebrews 5:1-6.  The 
writer mentions the Levitical high priests, who, although great men of God in many respects, 
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were also weak and vulnerable to sin.  Therefore, they not only offered sacrifices for others, they 
frequently had to offer sacrifices for themselves, as we see in Leviticus.  Jesus was perfect, and 
did not sin, and so he could immediately offer a sacrifice for the rest of humanity without first 
having to sacrifice for himself.  This set him apart from the Levitical priests, making him a better 
and more effective priest.  It also made his sacrifice far more effective than theirs.   
 
This passage states (5:6) that Jesus was made priest "on the order of Melchizedek", to distinguish 
him from the Levitical order of priests.  The association with Melchizedek is examined in detail 
in Hebrews 7.  We will look at this chapter after we have studied the institution of the Levitical 
priesthood (Leviticus 8-10).  There is a verse in chapter 7 to note now: 7:27-28 again mentions 
that Jesus' sacrifice was a better and perfect sacrifice because he did not need to make sacrifice 
for himself.  This again is one of the features that makes Jesus' sacrifice so powerful and 
effective.  Unlike the animals (which were, when offered correctly, perfect and flawless), he 
chose to sacrifice himself.  And unlike the priests, he did not need to offer sacrifice to atone for 
his own sins.  Even if one of the Levitical priests had been willing to offer himself to redeem the 
sins of others, it would not have been effectual for this reason.  The priests were at any time no 
better than in an atoned state, that is, declared clean by God through obedient ritual and sacrifice.  
But Jesus actually was clean, pure, and perfect.  Since he never sinned, he never polluted and lost 
the cleanness that he had when he was born. 
 
The heart of the book of Hebrews is chapters 8-10.  At the beginning of chapter 8, the writer 
refers to the ways that Jesus met the most important prerequisites of a priest.  He had something 
to offer, as all priests must, and he had a tabernacle to offer it in, which all priests need.  His 
offering was of course his body, which was free from sin, and which was thus able to do more 
than merely atone temporarily for sins, as did the bodies of sacrificed animals.  The writer will 
return to the tabernacle theme in chapter 9.  The rest of chapter 8 is the well-known quote from 
Jeremiah, about the old covenant being obsolete and being replaced by the new one, as God had 
planned all along. 
 
Chapter 9 begins with a description of the old tabernacle (9:1-9:10), which we studied in Chapter 
Two.  There are many significant parallels (often called types and antitypes) between the 
Levitical tabernacle and the greater tabernacle of Jesus' ministry.  Many are fairly easy to deduce 
when we are somewhat familiar with both systems.  The Most Holy Place in the tabernacle was 
the place of God's presence, where only the high priest was allowed to go, and only in particular 
circumstances (Leviticus 16:2).  Thus it is a parallel of heaven, where everyone and everything is 
directly in God's presence.  Only Jesus, whom Hebrews describes as our high priest, is able to go 
before God's presence.  This, God's direct presence, is the "greater and more perfect tabernacle" 
referred to in Hebrews 9:11.   
 
All of the priests were able to enter the Holy Place.  Similarly, under the New Covenant, we are 
all priests, and are all able to enter the church, which is a parallel of the Levites' Holy Place.  
Note that this means the church as the body of Christ, the universal fellowship of all believers, 
not the church as a physical structure or hierarchical organization.  An interesting parallel 
mentioned later (10:20) is the association of Jesus' flesh with the veil or curtain that separated the 
two portions of the tabernacle. 
 
In the Holy Place there was consecrated bread, a parallel of the Lord's Supper, and an altar of 
incense, a parallel of prayer (this association is also used in Revelation 5:8 and 8:3-4).  To enter 
the tabernacle, the priests had to wash in the bronze basin or laver, just as a new convert must be 
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washed in the water of baptism to enter the church (again, using "church" in its true sense, not as 
a structure or organization). 
 
There are other parallels besides these most significant ones.  (And note that some of these 
parallels we have touched on could also be developed further.)  The old tabernacle was merely "a 
copy and shadow" (8:5) of Jesus' tabernacle, and thus (9:11-14) Jesus' sacrifice has much greater 
power and effectiveness than the Levitical offerings.  The crucial point is that Jesus' sinlessness 
enabled him to be in God's presence, to "go through the heavens" (4:14), to offer his sacrifice 
directly in the "Most Holy Place" without having first to make offerings to atone for his own sin.  
Thus his offering is much more powerful, brings more complete cleansing, and has a much 
greater effect on our hearts. 
 
Jesus is also a more perfect mediator of the New Covenant than was Moses under the old one.  
Hebrews 9:15-28 compares the rites, including cleansings with blood, that Moses was required to 
make in order to make the Levitical system operative.  Jesus did not have to go to such lengths, 
because he did not need to cleanse himself. 
 
Chapter 10 is the climax of the long exposition of Jesus' superiority to the old system.  The very 
fact that the old sacrifices had to be offered over and over again, with no end in sight, pointed to 
a fundamental inability of the Levitical system ever to do away with sins.  The very nature of the 
system excluded any permanent solution to the guilt that comes from sin.  The writer quotes 
from Psalm 40, "sacrifices and offerings you did not desire ... ".  Clearly, God did command and 
desire the sacrifices, but he knew they were only a temporary measure, and was never fully 
pleased with his people.  Their sacrifices did not give him the full fellowship with them that he 
wanted.  In that sense, he "did not desire" the offerings, because he was eagerly awaiting instead 
the time of the New Covenant. 
 
Most of the rest of Hebrews builds on what has been established about Jesus' ministry.  Chief of 
the consequences is the promise prophesied by Jeremiah (Hebrews 10:15-17, also 8:8-12) that 
there will no longer be a need for human mediators between him and his people.  They will have 
his laws in their minds and hearts, because his Spirit will be able to live with them and among 
them, to lead and guide each of them. 
 
One more interesting sacrificial reference to Jesus occurs in Hebrews 13:10-12.  This passage 
makes allusion to the way that the remains of the sacrifices were disposed of.  Here Jesus is 
being compared to a sin offering (Leviticus 4:1-5:13), and in particular to the one performed on 
the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16).  The sacrificed animal had its blood sprinkled on the altar 
(or, on the Day of Atonement, taken in to the tabernacle, as Hebrews states), had some of its 
body burnt on the altar, a portion consumed by the priests, and the rest taken outside the camp to 
be burnt.  These are here paralleled with Jesus' sacrifice - that his blood was poured out for our 
sins, his body was crucified outside the city gate, and afterwards, through the ritual of the Lord's 
Supper, we (the New Covenant priests) eat his flesh.  This last point is alluded to in verse 10.   
 
(Note, though, that there was no such meal from the sacrifice performed on the Day of Atonement, because the sin 
offering on that day was specifically for the sin of the high priest, and sin offerings required of the priest were 
entirely consumed on the altar or in the ash heap outside the camp (Leviticus 4:3-12).) 
 
This by no means exhausts the Leviticus/ Hebrews parallels, even for these specific passages.  
There are also similar parallels made elsewhere in the New Testament.  Passages from other 
books include Romans 3:25, 8:3; 1 Cor. 5:7; Ephesians 5:2, and 1 John 2:2, 4:10. 
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S acrifice in the Christian Life 
 
Separate from the sacrificial concepts involved in Jesus Christ's ministry is the role that sacrifice 
plays in the life of a Christian.  There are a number of useful parallels that can be made in this 
regard.  Below are just some of the verses in the New Testament that use some of the language of 
sacrifice or offering as used in Leviticus, referring to believers in Christ rather than to Christ 
himself. 
 
A possible approach is to consider two questions: (i) What terms or concepts from Leviticus are 
used or implied in these verse?; (ii) How does an understanding of Leviticus help us get more out 
of the verse? 
 
Romans 12:1 "offer yourselves as living sacrifices" 
 
Philippians 4:18 "a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice" 
 
2 Timothy 4:6, Phil. 2:17 " ... like a drink offering" (see Lev. 23) 
 
Hebrews 13:15-16 "continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise" "do not forget to do good ... for 
with such sacrifices God is pleased" 
 
1 Peter 2:5 "offering spiritual sacrifices" 
 
Q uestions on W eek s Tw o &  Three - F or D iscussion or S tud y 
 
1) Consider further the ways that Jesus fulfills the purpose of each of the basic Levitical 
sacrifices.  What are the implications for Christians?  (For example, what is Hebrews saying 
about Christianity compared with Old Covenant Judaism?) 
 
2) Hebrews 10:1-12 says more than once that God "did not desire" sacrifices and offerings.  In 
what sense is this meant?  What was Jesus Christ's own attitude towards the Old Testament law?  
What should a Christian's attitude be towards the law?  Answer the last question in all the 
possible senses of the word "law". 
 
3) For each of the New Testament passages about sacrifice above, answer: (i) What terms or 
concepts from Leviticus are used or implied in these verse?; (ii) How does an understanding of 
Leviticus help us get more out of the verse? 
 
4) Find other New Testament passages on sacrifice, and discuss how Leviticus helps us to better 
understand or appreciate them.  (One caution: with some passages, it is a mistake to look too 
hard for literal parallels, and is better to focus on the principles or themes instead.) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



WEEK FOUR: 
INSTITUTION OF THE LEVITICA L PRIESTHOOD 

(LEVITICUS 8 - 9 ) 
 
We now begin the second major portion of Leviticus, which describes how God instituted the 
Levitical priesthood under the leadership of Aaron.  First, Aaron and his sons were ordained for 
the priesthood (Lev. 8), and then they offered the first Levitical sacrifices (Lev. 9).  
 
Preview  - Consecration of the Tabernacle (E x od us 4 0) 
 
As Leviticus begins, the tabernacle had already been constructed and had also been consecrated 
(sanctified, made holy), and so it was ready for service.  A brief look at how this happened, as 
described in Exodus 40, will help us to understand the full picture when we see Aaron and his 
sons consecrated as priests. 
 
We have already described the physical construction of the tabernacle, and some of the important 
parallels in the New Covenant.  The first few verses of Exodus 40 simply describe how the 
important parts of the tabernacle and its courtyard were assembled, after their construction.  But 
building the tabernacle physically is not enough to prepare it for ministry.  Since it was for a holy 
purpose, it had to be sanctified and itself made holy. 
 
Once the Israelites had completed the physical construction of the tabernacle and courtyard, 
which they did exactly according to God's instructions, Moses assumed a temporary role as a 
priest, to perform the rituals and sacrifices needed to sanctify the tabernacle and its contents.  
Later, Moses also did the same for the new priests, Aaron and his sons.  Moses himself was of 
course from the tribe of Levi, like his brother Aaron. 
 
Moses began by taking the sacred anointing oil and anointing the tabernacle and all its contents.  
Exodus 30:22-38 describes how this anointing oil was made, and how it was to be used.  This oil 
is called variously holy or sacred, depending on the Bible version.  They are the same word in 
Hebrew, and in English are basically synonyms.  The English word "sacred" carries the 
connotation of specifically being created or declared holy.  The anointing oil was holy when it 
was made, and was to be used only as God commanded.  Any unauthorized use was subject to 
severe penalties (being "cut off from one's people").  When used properly, whatever it touched 
then became holy.  Moses thus made the tabernacle and its furnishings holy (Ex. 40:9-11).  Note 
that these implements were already clean, so no special actions were required to cleanse them 
before they were ready for consecration.  In contrast, as we shall see later, the priests themselves 
needed to be cleansed first. 
 
Notice an important concept that we shall see again later: something can become holy through 
authorized, direct physical contact with something that is holy.  As we have observed before, the 
object must first be clean.  Here, we see that the anointing oil has this capacity. 
 
V erses 12-16 preview the ordination of Aaron and his sons, which we shall study below, and 
then the final assembly of the tabernacle is continued (v. 17-28) by Moses.  After putting the 
altar of sacrifice in place, Moses then offered burnt offerings and grain offerings (v. 29).  This 
was necessary to return the tabernacle and its furnishing to a clean state, because Moses, a great 
man but nonetheless a sinner, had handled them.  Moses then set up the basin (or laver), for him 
and (later) Aaron and his sons to cleanse themselves before entering the tabernacle (v. 30-32).  
Then Moses assembled the courtyard and other final details (v. 33). 
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Now that all was ready, the cloud of God's presence covered the tent of Meeting, and "the glory 
of the Lord filled the tabernacle" - that is, God established his presence (v. 34-38).  Notice that 
once this happens, even Moses is no longer able to enter the tabernacle at liberty.  This cloud, of 
course, also served the purpose of guiding the Israelites in their travels in the desert. 
 
Consecration of A aron and  H is S ons (Leviticus 8 ) 
 
Now it is time for the first priests to be consecrated to minister in the tabernacle.  To do so, they 
must of course first be made clean, and then holy.  The involved rituals and sacrifices described 
in this chapter take place with this in mind.  They are especially complex in readying the high 
priest, Aaron, for ministry.  God had already given (Exodus 29) all the instructions that are 
carefully followed in Leviticus 8. 
 
Aaron and his sons, of the tribe of Levi, are to be the first Levitical priests.  Establishing Aaron 
as the high priest is an act of amazing grace on God's part, because Aaron had not long before 
been responsible for the golden calf that so sadly led God's people astray, at the very moment 
when God was giving Moses the instructions for the Levitical worship.  But even if Aaron had 
not committed this specific mistake, he would still have been unclean, and in need of atonement, 
as would any other human priest whom God may have chosen. 
 
If we remember the key concepts of Leviticus, it will be no surprise that, after making the 
preparations, the first part of the ceremony involves washing Aaron and his sons with water, to 
cleanse them temporarily (Lev. 8:1-6).  The point of the ceremony is to sanctify them, but the 
cleansing must come first. 
 
Now that they are clean, the may wear the garments of the priesthood (8:7-9).  Like the 
tabernacle itself, instructions for making the garments had been given (and followed) in Exodus.  
The key component of the high priests' (Aaron's) garment was called the ephod.  The ephod 
consisted of a long blue robe, with a hole to fit over the head, and a second piece fitting over the 
upper body.  To the ephod was fastened a breastplate, using chains of gold.  The breastplate 
contained two devices called the Urim and Thummim (literally meaning "lights and 
perfections"), which were probably stones, and which the high priest used for making decisions.  
Aaron's sons were also given garments, not as ornate as Aaron's (see verse 13).  There are further 
details about these garments in their descriptions in Exodus.  
 
Now it is time for the anointment of the priests (8:10-13).  Using the anointing oil, Moses first 
consecrates tabernacle and everything in it, and then consecrates Aaron himself, who has now 
been "set apart" for the priesthood.  Notice that again the important feature of authorized direct 
physical contact with something holy, the oil.  But the ceremony does not end there. 
 
What happens next is an indication of two important concepts.  It first illustrates the absolute 
incompatibility of God and sin, or in the language of Leviticus, of the holy and the unclean.  It 
also illustrates, on the very day the Levitical priesthood began, the inability of the Levitical 
sacrifices to bring permanent forgiveness for sin.  The very act of introducing human priests into 
the clean and holy tabernacle brings in the constant problem of uncleanness.  Even though Aaron 
and his sons have not even had time to commit any sins since being anointed and sanctified, they 
are still sinners, in perpetual need of atonement.  They were consecrated once for all in terms of 
their purpose, but are in constant need of re-cleansing and re-sanctification as persons.  
Immediate sacrifices are therefore necessary. 
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Moses, acting one more time in his temporary role as priest, offers first a purification (sin) 
offering (v. 14-17), which the new priests lay their hands upon.  Moses sprinkles some of the 
blood from this sacrifice on the altar, in order to cleanse it from the sin introduced by the 
presence of fallible human priests.  The rest of the bull is burned outside the camp, as appropriate 
for a sin offering on behalf of a priest (4:11-12).  Next he offers a standard burnt offering (8:18-
21).  Then he offers a special "ordination offering" (v. 22-29), that is, a peace or (fellowship) 
offering specifically to celebrate the ordination of the priests.   
 
(Note: the word 'ordain' means to declare by virtue of superior authority.) 
 
Now the priests are once again consecrated, this time with not only the anointing oil, but with 
blood (v. 30).  We have now seen two things that are able to confer holiness when used properly: 
the oil of anointing, and the blood of a peace offering.  Moses then gives some final instructions 
to the priests that complete their ordination (v. 31-36).  They must properly consume and dispose 
of the sacrifice, and then must stay at the entrance to the tabernacle for seven days.  Though 
uncleanness can happen immediately, cleansing does not always take immediate effect (other 
examples are Leviticus 12:1-5 and 15:4-11). 
 
The F irst Levitical S acrifices (Leviticus 9)  
 
The priests now begin to offer sacrifices as appropriate under the Levitical system that has been 
established.  We shall see put into practice some of the details about these sacrifices that we 
learned in chapters 1-7, and we shall also see illustrated some important principles of the 
Levitical ministry.  Moses first instructs Aaron on the basic principle which will characterize 
their ministry: the priests must sacrifice first for themselves, and then for the people (9:1-7). 
 
For himself, Aaron offers a sin offering and a burnt offering (v. 8-14).  This is interesting, 
because he has already had the same combination offered on his behalf as part of the ordination 
ceremony.  But this also will be typical of the Levitical ministry - the cleansing secured through 
animal sacrifice is only temporary.  The sin offering purifies the altar from any sins Aaron may 
have committed, and the burnt offering continues his own state of atonement. 
 
Then Aaron makes four offerings for the people (v. 15-21).  He makes a sin offering to purify the 
altar from any of their sins, a burnt offering to continue their state of atonement, a grain (cereal) 
offering to complement the burnt offering, and a peace (fellowship) offering.  Again, notice how 
the frequent offering of these sacrifices emphasizes that they are not necessarily for specific, 
known sins, but for the general sinfulness that characterizes we humans. 
 
The chapter concludes with a reminder of the center of the whole system of worship: God's 
presence.  The glory of the Lord appears, and fire comes from his presence to consume the 
sacrifices.  The people respond with joy and adoration, as God's people always will when they 
worship him properly. 
 
(For Q uestions on this week's topics, see the end of the notes for Week Six.) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
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WEEK FIVE: 
RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE PRIESTHOOD 

(LEVITICUS 10) 
 
The last chapter covered the beginning of the Levitical priesthood.  Aaron and his sons were 
readied for the priesthood (Lev. 8), and then offered the first Levitical sacrifices (Lev. 9).  But 
now, in chapter 10, we see a different side of the priesthood, a sobering reminder of the serious 
responsibilities of the priesthood. 
 
Tragic Consequences of Priestly Irresponsibility (Leviticus 10:1-9) 
 
Leviticus 9 ends with the offering of the first Levitical sacrifices.  The "glory of the Lord" 
appears, fire comes out from the Lord and consumes the offerings on the altar, and the Israelites 
fall down in heartfelt reverence.  It is a picture of agreeable and fulfilling worship, pleasing both 
to God and to the Israelite community.  It would be pleasant, but misleading, for the Holy Spirit 
to leave us only with an illustration of that side of the priesthood.  Almost immediately 
afterwards, a reckless and ignorant action by two of the new priests prompts God to demonstrate 
another important side to the Levitical system. 
 
Aaron's two oldest sons, the new priests Nadab &  Abihu, take it upon themselves to make an 
"unauthorized" offering to God (10:1).  The details of exactly what was abnormal or 
unacceptable about it are not given, nor are they important.  Casual readers, who know only this 
story and who have not taken the time to study the rest of Leviticus, often indulge in idle 
speculation as to what specifically was "wrong" with their offering.  But, having studied the 
various sacrifices, we have now seen how carefully God detailed exactly how, when, and why 
they were to be offered.  God was not vague in any of the directions he gave the priests, and left 
very little room for innovation or revision.  Further, the ceremonies by which Aaron and his sons 
were ordained as priests (previous chapter) stressed in a number of obvious and important ways 
the serious nature of the priests' calling.  The elaborate procedures by which they were sanctified 
made it clear that the job was not to be taken lightly. 
 
This was the folly of Nadab and Abihu.  They failed to appreciate the importance of the 
responsibility they had been given.  Perhaps they were curious as to what innovations they could 
introduce into their ministry, or perhaps they were merely "having a good time" with the 
priesthood, an attitude such as "hey, let's try this as an offering, wouldn't that be cool".  For 
whatever reason, they chose to create their own version of sacrifice after God had so carefully 
indicated exactly what he would accept. 
 
Their punishment is immediate and drastic.  Fire comes out from the Lord again, but this time it 
consumes the priests instead of the sacrifices (10:2).  This fire is not an exciting affirmation of 
God's acceptance of his people's sacrifices, but rather a somber illustration of God's holiness. 
 
In order to understand the significance of this incident, it may be helpful to imagine how you or 
others would respond to viewing such a sight.  Besides emotions such as sorrow, fear, grief, and 
the like, most humans would feel an overwhelming sense of disproportion, that the punishment 
did not seem to have fit the crime.  But not Moses: his comment (10:3), while seeming at first to 
be cold-hearted towards his grieving brother and dead nephews, is actually not only true, but 
appropriate.  When Moses says, "Among those who approach me, I will show myself holy; in the 
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sight of all the people, I will be honored", he is describing exactly what happened.  No one can 
approach God's holiness with anything other than an attitude of utmost honor and respect.  
Nadab and Abihu had been consecrated to the job of ministering in God's tabernacle, but they 
appreciated neither the honor nor the responsibility of being holy.  When they approached God's 
altar with an improper attitude and an unacceptable sacrifice, there was no other option for God 
but to cut them off from him and from his people. 
 
Moses goes on to give further instructions to Aaron and his surviving sons as to how they are to 
handle this loss (10:4-7).  Again, Moses seems cold-hearted, allowing only the simplest and most 
humbling of burial procedures, and forbidding Aaron and his sons to observe any of the usual 
mourning procedures for their dead.  Moses will only say that they can be mourned by the rest of 
the community, the non-priests.  The reason is simple: "because the Lord's anointing oil is on 
you".  The priests had been irrevocably consecrated to God's service, and were not to profane 
themselves by such actions as tearing their clothes or making their hair unkempt (two of the 
usual Jewish expressions of mourning).  We shall see in Leviticus 21 that this prohibition is 
always made for the high priest, regardless of who has died.  Here it is also extended to the other 
priests, in view of the reason for these two deaths. 
 
Charges to the Priests 
 
Moses views the situation as an appropriate time to now give the charge to the priests (10:8-11) 
that we have been using as our theme verse for Leviticus.  Sober-mindedness is to be their 
attitude at all times, and their mission is defined to be: "Y ou must learn to distinguish between 
the holy and the common, the unclean and the clean."  We have already discussed the 
significance of this mission, and the meaning of the concepts involved.  Notice again that this 
charge is followed by another, which is to instruct the Israelites in these very matters.  The 
priests are not to keep to themselves the things they learn and practice about their ministry, but 
are to see to it that every Israelite is instructed as best he or she can be. 
 
Chapter 10 concludes with some further instructions and explanations to the priests (10:12-20).  
The significance of these instructions is that, despite what has just happened, God requires Aaron 
and his sons not only to refrain from mourning, but to continue their ministry just as before.  
There were still portions for the priests left over from the initial series of sacrifices, and these 
needed to be handled and consumed properly (10:12-15).  Nonetheless, God and Moses show 
that there can be some allowance for Aaron's grief.  At first, Moses criticizes him for not eating 
the sin offering goat as he was supposed to.  Aaron has no explanation other than his grief, which 
Moses accepts.  Aaron had done nothing inherently inappropriate with it, and had simply burned 
the entire goat as God's portion instead of taking some for himself, in the aftermath of his two 
sons' deaths. 
 
(For Q uestions on this week's topics, see the end of the notes for Week Six.) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
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WEEK SIX : 
P R IESTH OOD IN TH E NEW COVENANT 

(BASED ON TH E TOP ICS OF LEVITICUS 8 -1 0 ) 
 
We now leave the Leviticus text again, to consider how the roles of high priest and priest are 
filled in the New Covenant.  Numerous references from the book of Hebrews indicate that Jesus 
Christ himself is our high priest, and several Scriptures in 1 Peter and Revelation describe 
Christians as a priesthood.  We shall first survey the Hebrews references to Jesus as a high priest, 
to see how our understanding of the Levitical ministry can help us better to appreciate Jesus' 
sacrificial ministry.  Then we shall briefly consider the significant ways that Christians embody 
the principles of priesthood that are presented in Leviticus 8-10. 
 
J esus The N ew Covenant H igh P riest 
 
Two early passages in Hebrews, 2:14-17 and 4:14-16, establish Jesus' humanity as a valuable 
asset in his New Covenant high priesthood.  (A third early reference, 3:1, merely describes Jesus 
as "the high priest whom we confess", in moving on to a new point.)  One of the key themes in 
Hebrews is that, since Jesus was both Son of God and Son of Man, he was both divine and 
human, possessing all the best characteristics of both.  "He too shared in their humanity" (2:14), 
and became a "merciful and faithful high priest" (2:17), and thus "we do not have a high priest 
who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who was tempted in every 
way, just as we are, yet was without sin" (4:15).  These passages explain that for Jesus to become 
the perfect priest, he had to share fully in our humanity.  Therefore he lived the majority of his 
earthly existence in quiet obscurity, and then, instead of becoming an all-conquering worldly 
hero, he endured every kind of trial and temptation during the few years of his public ministry. 
 
In Hebrews 5:1-10, we see the first extended discussion of Jesus' role and function as a high 
priest.  While these verses hint at some contrasts between Jesus and the Levitical priests, which 
will be discussed later in Hebrews, this passage primarily describes several important ways in 
which Jesus was similar to those priests.  The writer mentions these similarities because each of 
them are part of making Jesus the perfect high priest. 
 
The first similarity is the definition of the high priest's function - he is appointed to represent 
humans before God, by making offerings and sacrifices (5:1).  Jesus had this same function in his 
earthly ministry, but in a more direct way and with a more permanent sacrifice.  Jesus was also 
subject to temptation, as emphasized earlier in Hebrews, and thus was able to understand our 
struggles and to show us compassion (5:2).  V erse 3 does point out the difference that, as 
discussed before, Jesus had no need to sacrifice for himself, because he was sinless, unlike the 
Levitical high priests. 
 
Another similarity is the way the high priests were chosen.  They did not campaign for the 
position, and were not to seek it out on their own, but were called by God.  And Jesus himself 
became a high priest only because God declared him to be one (v. 4-6).  Then, in 5:7-10, we see 
further detail on the humbling life as a human that Jesus had to live, enduring suffering and 
depending completely on the Father.  This is the priestly ideal, which was most fully realized in 
him. 
 
Hebrews 6:20-8:4 is the fullest and most well-known description of Jesus as our high priest, 
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using the figure of Melchizedek as an Old Testament shadow of Jesus, in order to show a 
contrast between him and the Levitical priests, and to demonstrate Jesus' complete superiority 
over them.  We will briefly survey the ideas here; the recommended Hebrews commentaries in 
the bibliography cover them in more detail. 
 
Melchizedek is mentioned more times in Hebrews than he is in the entire Old Testament.  The 
historical account to which Hebrews refers is in Genesis 14:17-20.  As Abraham returned from 
defeating the coalition of Canaanite kings who had captured his nephew Lot, he was met by 
Melchizedek.  This man is described as the "king of Salem" and a "priest of God Most High".  
Melchizedek blessed Abraham (who was still at the time known as Abram) and than Abraham 
gave him a tenth (that is, a tithe) of everything that he had captured as a result of his victory.  
The only other Old Testament reference to Melchizedek is in Psalm 110, the Messianic Psalm 
that is also quoted in Hebrews as referring to Jesus. 
  
Therefore, nothing is known with certainty about the historical Melchizedek other than his 
meeting with Abraham.  U nlike the succession of Levitical high priests, which was carefully 
recorded through the time of Christ, Melchizedek's family, genealogy, date of birth, and age at 
death are all unknown.  Thus he is an appropriate shadow for Jesus, who was not conceived of 
human parents, whose true genealogy was not human, and who always has lived and always will 
live.  This contrasts sharply with the Levitical high priests, for whom family and genealogy was 
an important part of their role, and whose deaths always necessitated a replacement. 
 
There are a number of important implications to this, as outlined in 7:4-17.  For example, the 
circumstances prove that a priest on the order of Melchizedek is greater than one on the order of 
Levi, because Abraham submitted to Melchizedek and tithed to him, whereas Abraham was the 
ancestor of Levi, spiritually and physically, so is greater than Levi and his descendants. 
 
The most important of these implications is discussed in 7:18-28.  U nlike the Levitical high 
priests, Jesus lives forever.  Those high priests are only of use to the people for the short span of 
their lives between appointment and death, but Jesus, who raised from the dead, will always live 
to minister to his people.  The passage details the many benefits that believers in Jesus receive 
because of having an immortal high priest.  He is able to save us completely, to give us 
permanent forgiveness and redemption, not temporary atonement that must soon be repeated.  
And he himself is perfect and holy, as evidenced by his living in heaven with the Father forever. 
 
The first four verses of Hebrews 8 conclude the comparison by emphasizing that Jesus' 
tabernacle is the true, heavenly one, as we discussed in Chapter Three.  The same idea is 
mentioned again in Hebrews 9:11, in that chapter's discussion of the comparison between the two 
tabernacles.  Two final verses, 10:11-12 and 10:21 (which both call Jesus merely a priest, not 
specifically a high priest) emphasize the confidence that believers can develop as a result of 
understanding who their high priest is. 
 
Christians - The P riests of the N ew Covenant 
 
As Jesus is the high priest, we Christians who believe in him are the priests of the New 
Covenant.  Several Scriptures identify all Christians as belonging to the priesthood - 1 Peter 2:5 
and 2:9; Revelation 1:6, 5:10, and 20:6.  Of course, Revelation 20 is subject to an extraordinary 
array of alternate interpretations, and thus not all commentators would accept it as equivalent to 
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the others, but the first four references are always understood as establishing that Christians form 
a new Covenant priesthood.  There is another interesting reference in Romans 15:16, when Paul 
describes himself as having "the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel", an interesting comment 
that sheds its own light on the priesthoods of the two covenants. 
 
In order to develop a priestly perspective on Christianity, we shall simply recall the basic points 
from Leviticus 8, 9, and 10, and consider how they would be paralleled in Christianity. 
 
Leviticus 8 describes the ordination ceremony of the priests, which included several things, most 
notably cleansing, new garments, anointing, and consecration with blood.  It should not be too 
difficult to see the deep parallels with Scriptural conversion through baptism.  Both ceremonies 
cleanse using water as the physical symbolic agent.  Both involve new garments, since baptized 
believers are immediately "clothed with Christ" (Galatians 3:27).  Christians also receive an 
anointing, of the Holy Spirit, and this anointing consecrates us, giving us a holy identity and a 
holy purpose in life, as we are declared no longer to belong to this world (2 Cor 1:21; 1 John 
2:20, 2:27). 
 
As Leviticus 9 shows us the first of many sacrifices offered by the Levitical priests, we as 
believers are also to live a life of continual sacrifice.  In earlier chapters, we have covered some 
of the ways that the basic Levitical sacrifices have parallels in the New Covenant, but there is an 
additional concept here in chapter 9: the priests are to offer sacrifices first for themselves, and 
then for the people.  Their own sinfulness must first be atoned for with cleansing sacrifices 
before they can be of use to the people as mediators between them and God.  There are obvious 
parallels in Christianity, since we know how easily uncleanness of any type can impair our 
usefulness in ministering to others.  It is also interesting to think about these ideas in connection 
with the New Testament verses on sacrifice noted in the last chapter. 
 
Finally, just as Leviticus 10 points out the serious responsibilities of the priesthood, this is an 
aspect of the New Covenant priesthood that we must never fail to consider.  It is certainly easy 
for us to be tempted to offer the equivalent of "unauthorized fire", meaning that we must guard 
ourselves to avoid serving God, or dealing with the things of God, in a manner that is frivolous 
or that is dishonoring to him.  And, just as the priests were not to mourn Nadab and Abihu when 
they were struck down, Christians must follow Jesus' command to "Let the dead bury their own 
dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God" (Luke 9:60).  Jesus did not of course mean 
to institute a literal prohibition of mourning, but rather a mind-set, a perspective of not looking 
backwards with regret, but of looking ahead to see God's plans furthered. 
 
We have already discussed the great charge to the priests in Leviticus 10:10.  This principle is 
clearly just as important for Christians, who must learn what it means to be cleansed by the blood 
of Christ, and then must learn to grasp their identity as a holy people.  And just as the priests 
were not to keep their knowledge to themselves, but were called to instruct the Israelites, 
Christians are called to use what they have learned to minister to others, both believers and 
unbelievers.  Christians must minister faithfully in all circumstances ("in season and out of 
season"), just as Aaron was expected to continue his ministry even after the deaths of his sons.  
Still, as we learned from our survey of Hebrews, Jesus knows what it is like to suffer and 
struggle, and so, as Moses made some allowance for Aaron when his grief made it impossible to 
eat the priest's portion of the sacrificed goat, Jesus will understand when their are times that we 
fail to live up to the priestly ideal, despite our best intentions. 
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Questions on Weeks Four,  Five,  & Six  - For Discussion or Study 
 
1) Summarize the similarities and differences between the Levitical high priests and Jesus as the 
high priest of the New Covenant.  For each one, indicate the implications for Christians.  (That 
is, Hebrews suggests that Jesus is a superior high priest in every way - demonstrate this through 
the comparisons.) 
 
2) Review the basic parts of the ordination of the new priests in Leviticus 8.  What New 
Testament Scriptures parallel each part of the ceremony for the Christian's "ordination" as a 
priest? 
 
3) Many religious organizations use the term "priest" to refer only to selected persons, not all 
believers.  Why is it important to understand that all Christians are priests?  (What implications 
are there to the clergy/ laity distinction?) 
 
4) In what sense do Christians sacrifice "first for themselves, then for (others)"? 
 
5) Consider God's harsh punishment of Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10.  Why was it justified?  
Why did Moses have so little compassion for the dead priests?  What parallels might there be to 
"unauthorized fire" in New Testament Christianity?  How might God 'punish' them? 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



WEEK SEVEN: 
TH E LAWS OF CLEANNESS (LEVITICUS 1 1 -1 5 ) 

INCLUDING - CLEANNESS IN TH E NEW COVENANT 
 
Leviticus 11 begins the third major section of the book, which deals with cleanness and 
uncleanness, in general principles and in practical examples.  We shall survey the laws in 
chapters 11-15 (the final chapter of this section, chapter 16, on the Day of Atonement, will be 
covered separately), with the goal of seeing how they help us in our understanding of cleanness 
and uncleanness.  Before looking at each law in detail, it is first important to get a good general 
perspective on their purpose.  We also want to take a brief look at the role of principles of 
cleanness in the New Covenant. 
 
Laws of Cleanness & Laws of H oliness Compared 
 
Before surveying the laws of cleanness, we need to develop a general perspective on what they 
are for, and on how we are to look at them.  The best way to start is to compare some examples 
of them with examples of the laws of holiness later in the book. 
 
Browsing through Leviticus 11-15, we see laws on the types of animals that may or may not be 
eaten (clean and unclean, respectively), purification rites after childbirth, regulations on skin 
diseases and mildew, and directives on cleansing after various bodily functions.  Moving then to 
Leviticus 17-22, the general laws of holiness, we see matters discussed relating to blood and 
sacrificial animals, sexual relations, family relations, idolatry, qualifications for the priesthood, 
and similar topics.  While these two blocks provide the clearest comparison, note that the 
"cleanness" section of Leviticus does also include chapter 16 (the Day of Atonement), and the 
"holiness" section also includes chapters 23-25 (primarily on special days and special events). 
 
It seems clear, at least on the surface, that the laws of holiness deal with more "important", and 
usually more "spiritual" matters, and so there is a fairly obvious difference in emphasis between 
these two sets of laws.  It also is probably easier for most readers to see the need for the types of 
laws in the holiness section.  While these are simple observations, it does remind us that, as we 
have studied, cleanness is a more basic goal than holiness.  On the other hand, it is something of 
a paradox that the seemingly more mundane cleanness laws are often harder to follow to the 
letter than the holiness laws.  Most of the holiness laws are easily obeyed by anyone who is 
making a serious effort to live a godly life.  But the cleanness laws touch on matters that are so 
routine, so common in our lives, that it actually takes more effort to be conscious of the ways 
they would apply in practice. 
 
These thoughts lead us to consider the difference in purpose between these two sets of laws.  
Later, we shall study holiness more carefully, but we have already discussed that the general 
ideas behind holiness are: understanding that we belong to God, have a special purpose, have 
been set apart from the world, and no longer belong to this world.  The holiness laws are natural 
consequences of these principles; that is, they describe the life that must be lived by a person 
who has accepted and embraced holiness with all its implications. 
 
The cleanness laws, on the other hand, have a different purpose.  As noted, they cover areas of 
our lives that seemingly have less "spiritual" importance.  But to God, everything in our lives has 
spiritual implications.  And before we can ever truly appreciate or understand holiness, we need 
to see that the prerequisite, cleanness, requires us to give over all of our lives so that every aspect 
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of us can be purified and made perfect.  To the Jews of Moses' day, that meant that they needed 
to accept the call to allow God to be involved in what they ate, in cleaning their homes and 
clothing, and other such mundane actions.  To Christians today, it means we cannot deny God 
the authority to clean up and perfect any area of our lives, in whatever fashion he wills. 
 
G eneral P erspective for Studying the Laws of Cleanness 
 
With this basic purpose in mind, we want next to have a sound perspective or approach to use 
when we begin reading through the laws of cleanness.  On the surface, these laws are self-
explanatory, and little interpretation seems called for.  And truly, God meant for the ancient Jews 
to follow them exactly as written, although of course he hoped they would also discern the 
purpose behind them.  But getting the full meaning out of the text is more difficult for Christians.  
Before we can try to determine how we might possibly be able to make spiritual use of laws 
about diet, skin diseases, and the like, we have to understand the broader purpose behind the 
complex of cleanness laws.  In contemporary Christianity, the full significance of their purpose is 
often missed, because of the way our use of the Old Testament is influenced by cultural and 
denominational practices. 
 
There are two common, but false, perspectives on the cleanness laws that are held by many Bible 
readers, and ironically, they are exact opposites of each other.  Some see the laws as an 
expression of God's arbitrary authority, believing that there does not have to be any other reason 
behind any of the laws, because God made them up solely as a test of faith, wanting them to be 
obeyed even though there were no good reasons aside from the principle of obedience.  Others 
are led astray by our human or cultural perspective, and are convinced that behind each law is a 
unique reason why it will be of practical benefit in our earthly lives to follow that particular law.  
Both of these concepts are not only erroneous in their interpretation of Scripture, and in their use 
of the concept of cleanness, they also reveal serious misunderstandings of God's nature. 
 
We know that God's knowledge, understanding and perspective are far above ours, and no 
earthly being can hope to appreciate them.  But this does not at all mean that God makes laws 
with no purpose to them, just to see whether we will obey.  God has always desired that his 
people understand as much of his purposes as they can, while knowing how difficult this is, and 
knowing how limited our understanding can be.  Those who see God as a maker of arbitrary laws 
have no real understanding at all of his nature as a God who actively seeks fellowship and 
communications with his people. 
 
The opposite extreme is often a result of some of the common pre-occupations of our American 
(or "Western") culture.  In all areas of our lives, we often put too much emphasis on clear-cut, 
short-term results, usually calling this "being practical".  We often view education as a means to 
make more money, rather than a way to improve our minds and character for their own sake.  We 
often view friends as a resource to meet our needs, rather than a blessing to be enjoyed and 
appreciated for their own sake.  And so, even when we can avoid viewing God's laws as 
arbitrary, we often move to the other extreme and look at them with the expectation that each one 
must have been given because there is a specific, practical benefit. 
 
One example is the automatic assumption that many readers have when they read the lists of 
clean and unclean animals in chapter 11: they usually assume that the list of unclean animals are 
precisely those animals which could not have been eaten "in those days" without health risks.  As 
we shall discuss below, this is not the main reason for those laws.  In general, we must 
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understand that the goals on which we fasten attention in our daily lives are not the priorities that 
God has, and so we must look more deeply if we want to understand what God tells us to do and 
what not to do. 
 
Now, there are several legitimate secondary purposes of the cleanness laws.  One of them is in 
fact "cleanness" as we usually conceive it, that is, cleanliness, health and hygiene.  God never 
gives laws which contradict sound principles of personal health, and often his laws, when 
followed, lead to some aspect of our earthly lives being healthier or more productive.  This is the 
case both with the Jews of Moses' time, and with Christians today. 
 
There is another purpose the Levitical cleanness laws served, of distancing God's people from 
the neighboring pagans in their worship rituals and religious practices.  Every human religion has 
a characteristic set of rituals, laws, lifestyle practices, and other features.  By detailing his own 
set of such things, God made sure that his people (as long as they followed God's directives) 
were distinct and separate from those who worshiped false gods. 
 
Note: Commentators often refer to differences in ritual as a "cultic" difference, which does not refer to "cult" in the 
sense we normally use the word, but simply as a way to differentiate one system of worship or ritual from another. 
 
Finally, there can often be symbolic significance to God's laws, which is often seen in an obvious 
way in the laws of cleanness.  For example, many of the situations described in chapters 13 and 
14 involve a literal form of uncleanness (such as mildew or other contaminations) that illustrate 
the basic concept in an obvious way. 
 
But none of these are the main purpose of the cleanness laws, or of God's commands in general.  
Recall the definition of clean: it means to be pure, perfect, whole, complete.  Equivalently, it 
means not having impurities, imperfections, or irregularities.  These principles explain and 
motivate the laws of cleanness.  These laws not only teach God's people to live in a clean 
fashion, they also provide constant reminders of the importance of cleanness.  Again, it is 
important to understand that this concept of cleanness goes beyond personal health or hygiene.  
A good number of the laws cover, from a different viewpoint, a situation that would also require 
separate attention to deal with these other types of concerns.  For example, Leviticus 12 calls for 
procedures to cleanse a woman after her childbirth.  These procedures omit entirely any 
directives to protect the mother or the newborn child from infection, or to deal with any of the 
other health concerns that childbirth raises.  The Jewish people did attend to such concerns (as 
well as or better than any of their contemporaries), but the reason for Leviticus 12 is different. 
 
Finally, it is always good to remember that all laws of cleanness are of importance mainly 
because cleanness is a necessary preparation for holiness.  The goal of cleanness is not in itself 
the end, but God wants his people to understand that it is a necessary condition before he can 
lead us towards the greater goal of holiness. 
 
Survey of the Laws of Cleanness (Leviticus 1 1 -1 5 ) 
 
We are now ready to survey the laws themselves.  Our primary goal is to get an idea of how each 
law fits in with the larger purpose(s) of the Levitical laws of cleanness.  So at times we will omit 
discussion of other aspects of the laws that are interesting in their own right.  The Wenham 
commentary in the bibliography is the best source to study these laws further, and the other 
Leviticus commentaries also have interesting details. 
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Leviticus 11 is the well-known catalog of animals as food, classifying them as either clean or 
unclean.  As noted before, many commentators jump to the conclusion that the list represents 
what could or could not be safely eaten at that point in time.  While in some cases the 
classifications may coincide with such issues, and while they never contradict a sound health 
principle, this is not the main reason for them.  For a full discussion, see Wenham's commentary, 
but a couple of points may be helpful here.  Note that nowhere in Scripture is there a list of what 
plants, mushrooms, & c could or could not be eaten, despite the fact that it is at least as easy, if 
not easier, to suffer ill consequences from eating unknown plants or mushrooms than by eating 
animals.  Second, even today there are risks still associated with meats on the "clean" list.  There 
are as many or more incidents of disease or food poisoning from eating beef or poultry as there 
are from eating pork or other "unclean" animals.  For example, just in the past two years an 
enormous number of cows have had to be slaughtered in Great Britain because of an outbreak of 
serious disease that caused widespread health risks.   
 
A purely descriptive analysis of this chapter shows first that there is a general pattern.  The 
animals are arranged by general classes, such as field animals, sea animals, birds, and the like.  
The lists in this chapter cover at some point all of the commonly known animals that were 
contemporary in that area, although some are not found in the Middle East today, and others 
cannot be identified beyond doubt.  For most classes, there are one or two simple criteria for 
which members are clean.  For example, animals of the field can be eaten if and only if they have 
split hooves and chew their cud.  There are also miscellaneous matters discussed, such as what is 
to be done if an unclean animal touches a household article, or what may be done if a clean 
animal dies naturally instead of being killed specifically for food. 
 
A more thematic analysis first reveals that there are some useful secondary purposes.  While the 
usual interpretation of avoiding health risks is not the main reason, it is still a useful consequence 
of the laws that a Jew who followed this list carefully would have a lower (though not zero) 
health risk than a Gentile who accepted no such restrictions.  Many truly bad food animals are 
excluded, and most of the ones included had lower risks than the ones excluded.  Further, 
following this list would also emphasize a separation in identity between God's people and other 
peoples of that era, some of whom had very low standards in their foraging and scavenging. 
 
But the main purpose of these laws goes beyond any such details.  Their primary impact was to 
cause God's people to develop the habit and mind-set of realizing that food was not an 
unspiritual or purely fleshly part of life, but was an area that belonged to God, and in which it 
was important to be clean, perfect, and whole.  The format of the laws emphasized this 
unmistakably, by their use of principles of regularity to define cleanness. 
 
Leviticus 12 discusses the procedures of purification for a woman who has just gone through 
childbirth.  As noted before, there is no discussion of the more immediate health concerns, such 
as keeping mother and child free of infection.  The Jews did tend to such things, with as much 
diligence as any society, but that is then not the purpose of these verses. 
 
Rather, by prescribing a relatively straightforward process of purification (basically, a waiting 
period of uncleanness followed by a purification, or sin, offering), God reminded his people that 
the act of childbirth, as well as other bodily functions discussed in chapter 15, was not merely of 
physical importance, but belonged to him.  The designation of the mother as "unclean" is by no 
means a moral judgment on what she has done.  God himself commanded humans to be fruitful 
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and multiply.  Rather, it connects directly to the definition of uncleanness: though not innately 
wrong or sinful in any way, childbirth (and of course some physical consequences of it) is not a 
normal, everyday function, and the woman who experiences it is thus not at that time normal, or 
in other words, is literally unclean.  It is significant to note that, although she even has to offer a 
"sin" offering, she is in no way being criticized or demeaned - this is simply a direct application 
of the definition of clean, being used to focus the attention of God's people on their condition.  
Remember that having children, in itself, was always considered as a blessing and a joy by the 
Jewish people. 
 
(Note: There is one aspect of this chapter for which there is no definitive explanation in Jewish writings or in the 
Scriptures: that is, why a female child necessitated double the waiting period of uncleanness.  But this is not meant 
in itself as a form of discrimination or evaluation.  Remember that male children underwent the ritual of 
circumcision, an even more memorable expression of their spiritual identity as one of God's people.  The female 
child could not undergo circumcision, and it is possible that the additional period of cleanness in a sense simply 
balances the rituals designed to call attention to childbirth as an event with spiritual implications.) 
 
The next two chapters (Leviticus 13-14) deal at length with skin diseases, mildew, and other 
related contaminations.  A descriptive analysis reveals first some unexpected parallels.  Problems 
such as skin diseases, mildew on garments, and contamination in houses are all dealt with as 
essentially the same situation.  In fact, the word for all of these is the same in Hebrew!  The 
words translated "leprosy" or "skin disease", "mildew" or "mark", and all the other 
contaminations catalogued in these chapters, are all exactly the same word.  God is considering 
them all as the same problem, with essentially the same involved procedure for dealing with 
them. 
 
The main theme in these chapters is the emphasis on how the contamination causes an 
irregularity, an abnormality, an impurity.  U nlike the "uncleanness" attached to childbirth, which 
was guaranteed to expire, the uncleanness from these contaminations may or may not be 
removed, depending on whether they themselves disappear.  Thus the procedures are much more 
complex than the ones called for in chapter 12.  Great care is taken to monitor and evaluate the 
situation.  In fact, the elaborate procedures, and the consequences if the contamination does not 
leave, may lead to permanent uncleanness. 
 
To many, this raises some questions of the hardships suffered by persons that seem to be 
blameless.  Many Bible students are familiar with the nightmarish fate of the permanently 
unclean, excluded from the community and faced with a life of misery.  While this can be 
defended or explained by considerations of public health for some applications of these laws, in 
others this would not be such a significant concern, and in any case it is not the only or even the 
foremost reason for the laws.   
 
Note first that the directives given are all natural consequences of the meaning of clean and 
unclean, and the overall purpose is the same as we have seen before, to draw attention to areas of 
our lives in which we do not usually consider God to have much involvement, and to call us to 
allow God to claim them.  Second, it is important to realize that God simply declared that those 
unclean must be isolated from the camp for the duration of the uncleanness.  He did not institute 
or command the extremes of complete isolation, neglect, and insensitivity that became the 
standard practice - human fear and insecurity led to those. 
 
Finally, uncleanness from a variety of bodily functions is discussed in Leviticus 15.  It does not 
take much imagination to see why the various "discharges" discussed in this chapter are causes 
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of uncleanness.  But make sure to take note of the general pattern.  They are all handled in a 
manner similar to childbirth, though the rituals prescribed are less lengthy here.  In all cases, the 
uncleanness is temporary, requiring only a waiting period and sometimes sacrifices. 
 
Their thematic importance is again the attention being called to a seemingly "unspiritual" area of 
our lives.  To God, our fleshly bodies are not of strictly physical significance.  Like anything 
else, the way our bodies function is part of our relationship with God.  God wanted his people to 
realize that some of their bodily functions caused uncleanness, not as an arbitrary decision of 
God, but by their nature.  This principle also tells us today that it is inappropriate to indulge or to 
take lightly the way our bodies function, ignoring the spiritual implications of what they do.  Our 
bodies are not our own any more than anything else really belongs to us. 
 
P rinciples of Cleanness in the N ew Covenant 
 
There are two general ways that we can use the principles of cleanness in the New Covenant: 
first, they help us better understand the way that related concepts are used and discussed in the 
New Testament, and second, the concept and purpose of cleanness have their own applications in 
a Christian's relationship with God.  (There are also applications from parallels to the atonement 
process in Leviticus 16, which we shall study in the next chapter.) 
 
We have noted several words that are in some way equivalent to cleanness or being clean.  When 
we understand their meaning accurately, we are better equipped to understand Leviticus, and the 
law in general.  Likewise, we can use these ideas to shed light on the use of "cleanness" words in 
the New Testament.  Words such as pure, perfect, and complete carry much the same intended 
meaning in the New Testament as they do in the Old.  One additional concept added in the New 
is the concept of maturity.  For example, the Greek word s ("teleios"), which is usually 
translated "perfect", has a meaningvery similar to our definition of "clean", with the added sense 
ofmaturity.  Therefore, when you see the words "perfect", "pure", and the like in the New 
Testament, you can often think "clean" and also "mature".  That is, realize that they may well 
describe the same thingswe mean by "clean": completeness, wholeness, maturity, and 
mostlikely do not mean holiness or the concepts related to it.  That is, theywould refer to a 
quality necessary for holiness, not to holiness itself.
 
Here are a few examples of Scriptures in which this principle helps the reader to get a full and 
accurate understanding of the passage: Matthew 19:21, Colossians 1:28, James 3:2 (uses of 
"perfect" in this sense); Matthew 5:8, Philippians 2:15, 1 Timothy 5:22, James 1:27 (uses of 
"pure" in this sense). 
 
But note that there is another sense in which these words are used, when it would be 
inappropriate to assign them the meaning of "clean".  Examples would be Romans 12:2, 2 
Corinthians 12:9 ("perfect") and James 1:2 ("pure"). 
 
The concept of cleanness itself, and its importance, can also benefit Christians.  The principle 
that being clean is necessary for holiness, but not equivalent to it, is very important in 
understanding Christian growth.  As Hebrews 10:14 says, Jesus' sacrifice "has made perfect 
forever those who are being made holy".  We are perfect, clean, and pure as a result of the blood 
of Christ, and so need nothing more to atone for our sins.  (We do, of course, need to be diligent 
in preserving this purity in ourselves.)  But holiness, which means understanding and embracing 
who we are now, and what our purpose is now, is an ongoing process that cannot be 
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accomplished once-for-all in the way that cleansing us from our sins was.  We were sanctified, 
made saints, made holy and called out of the world when we were baptized into Christ, but it is a 
lifelong process making this new identity a reality, embracing it and appreciating it. 
 
This is important to grasp, because many Christians erroneously view cleanness as the highest 
goal of their lives.  But cleaning up our lives is not the ultimate goal or purpose, any more than 
the burnt offerings were the highest goal for the Israelites.  We must learn to live clean lives, but 
not as the goal of our faith.  Instead, a clean life is a necessary step in preparing to grow into 
holiness by accepting our new identity and purpose.  Because, just as ritual uncleanness 
prohibited contact with holy things, sin and impurity cloud our hearts and our spiritual vision, 
and make it impossible to become holy. 
 
Questions for Week Seven - For Discussion or Further Study 
 
1) For each of the matters discussed in Leviticus 11-15, God is calling attention to an area of our 
lives that belongs to him even though it does not seem very "spiritual".  Why are the areas 
mentioned important to God?  What other areas might we also fail to see the spiritual 
implications of? 
 
2) The following passages use words that are close equivalents of "clean", as used in Leviticus.  
In each case, how does understanding the definition of "clean", and the distinction between 
"clean" and "holy", help to understand the verse? 
 
- Matthew 19:21, Colossians 1:28, James 3:2 ("perfect") 
 
- Matthew 5:8, Philippians 2:15, 1 Timothy 5:22, James 1:27 ("pure") 
 
3) Find other verses that use "pure", "perfect", or related words.  Take note of which ones also 
are using these words in a way similar to Leviticus, and which ones are using them in a different 
sense. 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WEEK EIG HT: 
THE DAY  OF ATONEM ENT 

(LEVITICUS 16 ) 
 
Leviticus 16 completes the section on cleanness and uncleanness, by detailing the ceremonies 
that took place on the Day of Atonement, an event of supreme importance in the Levitical 
system.  Besides being central to an understanding of Leviticus, the Day of Atonement also 
teaches us several important concepts of vital interest for Christians. 
 
I ntroduction & P reparation (Leviticus 1 6: 1 -5 ) 
 
The first few verses give us an idea of the reasons why the Day of Atonement was needed, and 
they outline the preparations necessary for it.  While the purpose of the Day is stated explicitly in 
verses 16 &  19, it is significant that God's instructions begin by helping the people to understand 
why the procedures were needed. 
 
In the introduction (v. 1-2), God refers indirectly to a grim event, the deaths of Nadab and Abihu 
(described in Leviticus 10), to emphasize the holiness of his presence and the great care that 
must be taken when coming into the Most Holy Place, where God's presence dwells.  Aaron is 
warned not to go there whenever he wishes, because he will die.  And yet, there is a necessity for 
him to go there at times to cleanse it.  The basic purpose of the Day of Atonement is to cleanse 
the Most Holy Place, as well as the rest of the tabernacle and the altar, from the accumulated 
uncleanness of the priests and the community.  This purpose is implied in many of the events of 
the Day, and is stated specifically in verses 16 and 19.  The Day differs from the regular 
sacrifices, in that those sacrifices were primarily focused around keeping the people themselves 
in a state of atonement.  But they all would go for nought if the tabernacle itself were not 
cleansed, because then God would no longer be able to maintain his presence there. 
 
Aaron's preparations (v. 3-5) are easily understood by readers familiar with Leviticus.  He must 
first ready sacrifices for himself (a bull and a ram), so that he can atone for his own sin before 
atoning for the sin of the people.  He must also wash himself before he can put on the garments 
of the high priesthood.  Then, he must also prepare three animals (two goats and a ram) to offer 
on behalf of the community.  All of these preparations illustrate the basic principles of the 
priesthood that we have seen before in chapters 8 and 9. 
 
The Ceremonies Detailed (Leviticus 1 6: 6-28 ) 
 
Next, the ceremonies of the Day are described in detail.  First, there is a short summary of the 
major events (verses 6-10), presenting the overall picture before the details are given.  Then, 
verses 11-18 spell out step-by-step what is to happen, and why. 
 
The overview tells us that the first thing that will happen is just what we would expect: Aaron 
has to begin by offering his bull as a sin offering.  Then he can offer the sacrifices for the people.  
On this special Day, though, there is a new feature.  There are two goats ready to offer as a sin 
offering for the people, but only one of them will actually be offered as a sacrifice.  First, lots 
will be drawn to determine which goat gets sacrificed.  The other goat will be sent into the desert 
as a "scapegoat".  Note that this simple overview does not include the sacrifice of the burnt 
offerings for Aaron and the people, nor does it cover the post-ceremony clean-up that must take 
place.  All these, as well as details on the main events, are described with care in verses 11-28.  
What the overview stresses is that the central events of the Day are the two sin offerings and the 
scapegoat, which take away the stains on the tabernacle made by the sinful humans who minister 
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in it, and by the sinful community in which the tabernacle resided. 
 
Aaron must, of course, make his own sin offering first (v. 11-14).  Since this sin offering has a 
special purpose, there are some special actions that must be taken.  Since the main purpose of 
this Day is to purify the place where God's presence resides amongst the Israelites, the Most 
Holy Place must itself be entered as part of the procedures.  After offering his bull, Aaron must 
take some of the blood and sprinkle it on the atonement cover in the Most Holy Place, and he is 
told to do this seven times.  But there is also a special precaution that Aaron must take.  Since it 
is his own sinfulness and uncleanness that is being atoned for, he is in great danger of death 
when he goes into God's presence.  Therefore he is told to prepare a censer filled with incense, 
and take it with him when he enters God's presence, so that the cloud of smoke from the incense 
will shield him and his uncleanness, so that he does not die. 
 
There is an interesting parallel here for us, in that incense is often parallel with (or is a "type" 
for) Christian prayer.  What the incense does for Aaron, prayer in a sense does for us.  Our 
prayers to God, when offered in faith and humility, give him something to "see" that blocks out 
our sinfulness and uncleanness. 
 
After this, Aaron can proceed to offer the community's sin offering, the goat chosen by lot for 
sacrifice (v. 15-19).  He must take some of the blood from this sacrifice and go back into the 
Most Holy Place again, to sprinkle the atonement cover with the goat's blood.  Aaron also uses 
some of the goat's blood to sprinkle on the altar of sacrifice.  Notice that Aaron is already past 
the greatest danger to himself.  Although he of course must still be very careful to follow God's 
instructions exactly, his own uncleanness has now been removed from the tabernacle, and so in 
returning to the Most Holy Place this time, he does not have to have the incense and its smoke 
with him to shield himself from God's presence.  But God makes it clear (v. 17) that no one else 
must enter the tabernacle during this time, since no one else's uncleanness has yet been removed 
from God's presence. 
 
It is here that God makes explicit the purpose for the Day's sacrifices.  In verse 16 and again in 
verse 19, it is explained that the tabernacle must be cleansed and sanctified, to rid it of all the 
uncleanness from the sin of the people, including the sin of Aaron and the priests.  But cleansing 
the tabernacle does not itself complete the atonement process.  Since uncleanness causes 
separation and isolation from God, someone must pay that price.  That punishment is put onto 
the scapegoat, the next part of the Day's activities. 
 
Once the sanctuary is itself cleansed, it is time to release the scapegoat (v. 20-22).  Aaron places 
his hands on the goat, and confesses over it all the sins of the community.  The burden of these 
sins is thus transferred onto the goat.  A man is appointed to take the goat away from the camp, 
into the wilderness, and then release it to wander alone in "a solitary place" (or "a region that is 
cut off").  The sin offering goat paid part of the price for the community's sin, by dying and 
shedding its blood.  The scapegoat pays in a different way, by enduring complete separation and 
isolation, another natural consequence of uncleanness and sin. 
 
(Note: some versions translate "scapegoat" as "Azazel", which is simply a transliteration of the word used in Hebrew 
to describe it.  It is sometimes translated this way to ensure that the reader does not interpret the word in the very 
limited everyday sense in which "scapegoat" is usually used.) 
 
The day's events are not yet completed.  The final steps (v. 23-28) continue to emphasize total 
cleanness.  Aaron now must remove his special garments and go bathe himself, and then return 
to offer the burnt offerings which are waiting, one for himself and one for the people.  These 
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offerings, unlike the special sin offerings that began the Day, are simply normal burnt offerings, 
and indicate that the Levitical ministry can now resume its regular operations, with the crucial 
job of atonement for the tabernacle's acquired uncleanness having been completed.   
 
Some final clean-up still remains.  The man who led away the scapegoat must wash and cleanse 
himself, because he became unclean through contact with the goat, since the community's sin 
was transferred to the goat.  And the remnants of the two sin offerings must be removed from the 
camp and burned properly.  When these things were done, the Day of Atonement was finally 
completed, and no doubt it remained in the minds of the people for some time to come. 
 
A  Lasting O rdinance (Leviticus 1 6: 29 -3 4 ) 
 
Until now, no indication has been given how often this Day and its ceremonies are to be 
observed.  God clarifies this in verse 29, setting the tenth day of the seventh month (on the 
Jewish calendar - on our calendar, it occurs in September or October).  That is, this must occur 
exactly once each year.  God also adds a few additional directives concerning the Day.  The Day 
is always to be considered a sabbath, no matter what day of the week it falls upon.  So all 
believers are to deny themselves and do no work on the Day.  God also makes explicit the 
principle of priestly succession, in which the high priest shall be succeeded by his son.  This 
succession applies to all the duties of the high priest, which often were originally given through 
directions to Aaron personally, but which now are extended to the succession of high priests to 
follow Aaron in the years ahead. 
 
 
Significance in the N ew Covenant 
 
Many of the New Covenant parallels are fairly obvious, and we have already seen some of them 
as explained in Hebrews.  The most important parallel is the way that the sacrifice of Jesus 
provides the same benefits to Christians, once-for-all, as the Day of Atonement gave to the 
Israelite community.  There are basically two reasons for this, which we have covered before, 
and shall only briefly review. 
 
First, Hebrews compares the high priests in the two sacrificial systems.  Aaron had to offer 
sacrifices for his own sins first, before he could make atonement for the community.  All the 
Levitical priests had this same need.  Further, all of them only held the office for a short time, 
and then died.  Jesus did not have these or the other weaknesses that purely human priests have. 
 
Then too, the sacrifice that Jesus offered was a perfect sacrifice, and only needed to be offered 
once.  On the Day of Atonement, four animals were sacrificed and one was condemned as a 
scapegoat.  Despite this, the atonement was only temporary.  Jesus' perfect, innately holy 
sacrifice filled all of the purposes of these other sacrifices and more, and did so in a more 
complete, perfect, and lasting way. 
 
Besides these lessons, there is another side to the Day of Atonement that is important for 
Christians, in the vivid lessons it can teach us about our relationship with God.  Though the 
details of the sacrificial ministry are different in the New Covenant, the conditions and concepts 
behind the ministry are the same: sin, God's presence, atonement, cleansing, sanctification, and 
the like.  There are two ideas in particular we can note here, that are of great importance for 
Christians: the nature of sin, and the presence of God. 
 
Even many Christians have at best a rudimentary appreciation of the nature of sin.  Naturally, we 
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know it is wrong, we feel bad when caught in it, and we try to avoid it most of the time.  We may 
even be outraged at the most disgusting of the sins that are common in the unbelieving society 
that surrounds us.  But most believers have no real sense of how loathsome even the "smallest" 
sins are to God. 
 
No Jew could observe the ceremonies of the Day of Atonement without taking home a lasting 
impression of the uncleanness caused by sin.  Observing the seemingly interminable steps of the 
atonement ceremonies, in the knowledge that similar sacrifices had already been made every day 
since the last Day of Atonement, was an emphatic indication of sin's filthiness, and of its power 
to pollute.  No obvious, infamous, or particularly disgusting sin necessitated the elaborate 
sacrifices and the scapegoat - just the daily "minor" sins such as grumbling, selfishness, short-
sightedness, and other uncleanness.  The atonement ceremonies would have been a spectacle just 
as powerful as the cross was, and with much the same purpose.  God likewise made certain that 
Jesus' sacrifice was not offered in a remote place, or in a quick, antiseptic, painless manner.  It 
was necessary that the sacrifice be as graphic as possible, in order to make clear the full measure 
of sin's filthiness, and the full measure of guilt that needed to be atoned for.  May we Christians 
never allow ourselves to be de-sensitized to the full price Jesus paid. 
 
The second especially important concept taught by the Day concerns God's presence.  The 
particular purpose of the Day was to clean the tabernacle and its furnishings, so that God would 
continue to dwell there.  The consequences of him withdrawing his presence were not made 
explicit, but it was clear to all that they would be disastrous.  The already serious need for 
atonement was made even more urgent by the desire that God remain with them.  So too, 
Christians must learn to view this as the real motivation to keep their lives clean.  More 
important than any consequence of our sin, more serious than any example we set, more 
significant than any embarrassment or penalty if we are caught in our sin, is the fact that sin and 
uncleanness repel God from us.  The more uncleanness that we tolerate in our lives, the more 
difficult it will be for us to see God, to hear his voice, and to feel close to him.  Christians have 
many reasons to avoid sin, but maintaining God's presence is the most important one. 
 
Questions for Week E ight - For Discussion or Further Study 
 
1) For each step in the Day of Atonement ceremonies, what principles of Levitical ministry are 
illustrated?  What lessons are being taught about sin and its consequences?  In what ways do the 
Atonement ceremonies help Christians also better to understand sin? 
 
2) Explain the distinction between atoning for one's own sins in the sense of warding off 
punishment, versus cleansing and re-sanctifying God's dwelling place.  What was the importance 
to the Jews in Moses' day?  Is there any equivalent distinction in Christianity? 
 
3) In what way(s) does sin in a Christian's life affect God's presence?  Does God withdraw 
himself, or are the consequences different?  Give specific examples where possible. 
 
4) Compare the atonement attained from the Levitical sacrifices with the atonement provided by 
Christ.  What implications should this have in the lives of believers? 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



WEEK NINE: 
GENER AL LAWS OF H OLINESS 

(LEVITICUS 1 7-22) 
 
We now begin the climactic section of Leviticus, dealing with holiness.  Holiness is the goal that 
God has for his people, and as he says several times in Leviticus, "Be holy, for I am holy."  We 
shall spend the last four lessons studying holiness, in Leviticus and also in a New Covenant 
context.  This chapter will look at the collection of general laws of holiness, covering six 
chapters in Leviticus.  
 
O verview of the H oliness Section (Leviticus 1 7-27) 
 
We shall begin with a brief analysis of the entire holiness section, taking note of the plan behind 
it.  This will help us to see the purpose behind the material, and to begin to understand the goal 
of holiness.  These chapters begin with a collection of laws dealing with general holiness 
(chapters 17-22), then have three chapters that concentrate primarily on special days and times 
(chapters 23-25).  The book closes with some general exhortations, most particularly a statement 
of the conditions of God's covenant (chapters 26-27). 
 
We have already taken a brief look at the general laws of holiness in Leviticus 17-22, when we 
contrasted them with the laws of cleanness.  Most of the laws of holiness have fairly obvious 
reasons behind them, and few cause any surprise or difficulty to a believer who is already 
committed to obeying God.  This is because most of them deal directly with a believer's identity 
& / or relationship with God.  This contrasts with the general laws of cleanness, which called 
attention to areas of life not obviously of spiritual importance, and called God's people to see 
these areas' importance to him.  Our challenge in studying the laws of holiness will be different: 
primarily, we want to know how we Christians can learn from them and apply them. 
 
Next comes a series of instructions centering on special days and times (Leviticus 23-25).  From 
the basic observance of the weekly Sabbath to the rare year of Jubilee, there were numerous 
prescribed occasions when God called his people to interrupt their normal routines of life to 
celebrate & / or commemorate their identity as God's holy people. These are interesting in their 
own right, and are also significant to Christians, because they call attention first, to the many 
aspects of our relationship with God that we ought to celebrate, and second, because they suggest 
some appropriate principles for the proper ways to demonstrate our appreciation of, and loyalty 
to, God. 
 
Leviticus 26-27 closes the section on holiness, and the book as a whole, with a series of 
exhortations and commands that center around the conditions of the covenant blessings that God 
offers his people.  These conditions are important to study and interpret correctly.  That is, we 
must avoid the mistake of looking at them too literally, and trivializing God's covenant.  We also 
need to grasp the overall exhortation for us to remain faithful, and not to take for granted the 
even greater blessings that we have in the New Covenant. 
 
Throughout all these chapters, we will be learning about the many aspects of holiness that God 
called the Israelites to embrace and live by.  We also will be hoping to gain insight into the holy 
identity and purpose that we have as Christians. 
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The G eneral Laws of H oliness (Leviticus 1 7-22) 
 
Now we shall survey the general laws of holiness.  Our primary interest will be to determine the 
main connections that each of these directives has with personal and community holiness.  It is 
then our challenge to consider the meaning that each of them may have for Christians.  (This will 
be the next chapter's topic.) 
 
In surveying these laws, make sure to remember that they are for the purpose of holiness.  That 
is, God wants his people to realize that they belong to him alone, and that they no longer are part 
of this world.  We Christians are able to experience this more fully than the Israelites were able 
to, and so the principles of holiness should be even more significant to us.  
 
Leviticus 17, which discusses food &  worship for the holy, is on the surface similar to the 
cleanness laws in previous chapters, as it connects back to eating, one of the physical activities 
that also was regulated in the laws of cleanness.  The interesting feature here is the close link that 
this chapter emphasizes between food and worship.  Recall that even the earliest chapters in 
Leviticus (the types of sacrifices) established a connection between food and worship.  One of 
the features of most of the basic sacrifices was the consumption of part of the animal offered, 
usually by the priests but sometimes (as in fellowship offerings) by members of the community. 
 
This inter-relationship is interesting both in a literal and a spiritual sense.  Looking at it literally, 
it is significant that God sees so much of spiritual importance in the act of eating.  Since he does 
not see eating as merely a physical action, it is therefore inappropriate for us to view it as merely 
a means of physical satisfaction, or as merely a routine part of daily life.  From a spiritual 
perspective, it is interesting to consider the Levitical teachings in connection with New 
Testament's figurative uses of eating, such as when Jesus called his followers to "eat his flesh" 
(John 6:53), or when John is pictured as eating the words of God (Revelation 10:9-10). 
 
Several specific topics are dealt with in this chapter.  First, God indicates that domestic animals 
are only to be used as food if they are presented as sacrifices (v. 1-7).  Therefore, if any non-
priest wanted to eat cattle or sheep, the only way to do so was to offer the animal as a fellowship 
offering.  All that one has is a gift from God, and thus properly belongs to him.  Thus it was not 
possible for an Israelite rightfully to eat a domestic animal, unless it was first given back to God.  
The Israelites were, however, also able to eat meat if they hunted it as wild game, as discussed 
later in the chapter. 
 
V erses 8-9 set forth an important principle about worship and sacrifice, in that God requires that 
sacrifices to be offered through the Levitical ministry, at the altar he has authorized.  Later in the 
Old Testament history books, we learn that the Israelites frequently disobeyed this command, 
and established private altars known as "high places", at which they offered their own sacrifices.  
For some, this may have been a convenience, saving them the trouble of seeking out the priests.  
For others, it was a means of keeping for themselves both the prestige of ministry and the 
priestly portions of sacrificed animals.  The practice, whether or not it could be considered well-
motivated, is consistently condemned in the Old Testament.  It is not appropriate for a holy 
people to take upon themselves the decision to implement forms of worship pleasing to them or 
convenient to them, and good motivations are not a sufficient reason to do so.  This principle is 
of obvious importance when we deal with Christian worship.  (In the next chapter, we shall 
consider some of these laws from a Christian perspective.) 
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Next, God re-iterates the principle that his people may never use blood as food (v. 10-12).  The 
blood of any creature is, in a literal and figurative way at the same time, its life, and thus it 
belongs to God alone.  A holy people must learn that they belong to God alone, and thus should 
never take it upon themselves to consume something belonging to him.  The chapter closes by 
giving the Israelites permission to hunt and eat clean wild animals (v. 13-16), as long as they do 
so consistently with the other laws.  Wild animals were not given by God to the people, and so 
were not used for sacrifice.  Thus a holy people could hunt them and eat them without guilt. 
 
Proper sexual behavior for the holy is regulated in Leviticus 18.  Most of the commands here 
need little explanation, and also are no difficulty for Christians.  God exhorts his people (v.1-5) 
not to live like pagans, but to show their holiness in this important area of life.  The key principle 
is that as holy people, the Israelites did not belong to themselves any more.  Thus, to exploit 
another sexually, or to be involved in any sex not approved by God, would be a severe violation 
in two ways: first, it would be an act of rebellion against one's own status as holy, and second, it 
would be seizing another person who belonged to God alone, and claiming her or his body for 
oneself.   
 
Thus, the various prohibitions in verses 6-23 are all natural consequences of being holy.  
Holiness involves giving up what pagans call the "freedom" to do what feels good.  This 
"freedom" is of course really not freedom at all, but rather is slavery to our bodily urges.  Pagans 
are too benighted to see this, or too prideful to admit it, or both.  But God's holy people should 
have no difficulty accepting this and putting it into practice.  God outlines the consequences of 
disobedience in verses 24-30, in graphic terms.  If they violate these laws, and live as pagans do, 
indulging their cravings, then not only will they suffer the unpleasant physical and social 
consequences that arise inevitably from sexual promiscuity, but also something worse will 
happen.  They will no longer be a people fit for God, and the special Promised Land, which God 
has prepared for them, will "vomit them out", because they will no longer be fit for it. 
 
Chapter 19 primarily discusses principles of relationships among the holy.  The main foundation 
of all relationships is of course one's relationship with God.  That puts an additional importance 
on the command not to worship idols (v. 4) and on proper sacrifice (v. 5-8), which is necessary 
to be clean, and thus to be able to continue to live near God's presence.  Another important 
foundation comes from the family, and so special importance is placed on one's relationships 
with his or her parents (v.3), as it also is in the Ten Commandments. 
 
V erses 9-18 discuss several principles of moral treatment of others.  A holy people naturally 
must not steal, lie, slander, or commit other such crude offenses against one another.  But God 
does not only want their outward treatment of each other to be pure.  He calls them to show that 
they really have a sincere attitude of concern and respect for each other.  V erses 9-10, for 
example, prohibit squeezing every last useful bit out of a field or vineyard, even when it is 
rightfully yours, because there are others to whom the leavings will be more valuable.  You may 
recall a famous example of this law being obeyed in Ruth 3.  Boaz did as God commanded, and 
because of it, he met his future wife Ruth.  There are several other such interesting commands in 
these verses. 
 
V arious aspects of relationships are then discussed in verses 19-37.  Most of them focus either on 
proper treatment of others (such as not taking advantage of slaves or foreigners), or on presenting 
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oneself as a member of the holy community who is worthy of respect and does not offend others 
unnecessarily (such as verse 28, prohibiting cutting or tattooing one's body).  To be a holy 
people, we must realize that our lives and bodies do not belong to us but to God, and we are not 
going to have all of the "options" that irresponsible pagans have. 
 
Now, not everyone in Israel obeyed these and the other laws God made.  God knew this, and thus 
Leviticus 20 (as well as other Scriptures) deals with crime &  punishment among the holy.  
Dealing with offenses is important for two different purposes.  In most cases, the offender must 
be punished, either for his or her own good, when the offense is minor, or as a natural 
consequence, if the offense is major.  Further, dealing appropriately with sin and offenses is an 
important part of the entire community of God's people remaining holy.  None of us can prevent 
an individual from rejecting the holiness that God offers us, but we always have the ability and 
the responsibility to keep our community both clean and holy. 
 
Religious crimes are covered first (v. 1-8).  God's holy people are given no leeway for playing 
with idolatry, sorcery, or astrology.  It makes no difference whether someone shows a greater 
devotion to God, and just toys with these as a sideline.  They are completely unacceptable to God 
in any degree, and those who practice them must be punished severely, either by death or by 
being "cut off from their people".  Crimes against others, primarily sexual offenses and 
exploitations, are covered in verses 9-21.  Again, God views most forms of sexual misconduct as 
absolutely out of place for a holy people, and does not accept the rationalizations or self-serving 
excuses offered by pagans.  But note that the severe penalties specified for these sins are 
commanded to be applied to believers.  Nowhere does God ask them to hunt down and punish 
pagans who commit these crimes, but rather to be completely consistent in their own lives with 
what they believe.  The general exhortations and warnings in verses 22-27 echo the principles 
taught at the end of chapter 17.  Failure to observe the principles of holiness results not only in 
ruined relationships and (often) physical suffering, but even worse, will result in being defiled, 
and no longer being worthy of holy status or of living in God's presence. 
 
At this point, it may be helpful to make some observations on these laws as they were meant to 
be practiced.  Many erroneous and uninformed comments are made about the Old Testament 
laws, most usually by Bible critics and skeptics, but not limited to that disreputable crew.  Even 
Christians must also remember that God's perspective is much different from the human 
perspective, and that God's priorities are often much different from ours.   
 
U nbelievers and skeptics often view the laws as being an authoritarian attempt to enforce a 
certain code of behavior, and view all the laws in that light.  They are overly influenced by the 
ways that human leaders abuse their power and use their authority in arbitrary ways.  God does 
not do that, and with a little effort, we can see an important spiritual purpose behind his laws.   
  
U nbelievers also usually view the Old Testament laws as harsh and cruel, and because of this 
bias, they make numerous factual errors.  For example, there is a popular, but completely 
erroneous, theory that the laws of Moses were based on the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi.  
One of the pillars of this theory is that the Bible says to punish by taking "an eye for an eye, and 
a tooth for a tooth" in Leviticus 24:20 and Deuteronomy 19:21.  (Scholars usually call this the 
lex  talionis.) 
  
In one sense, this principle is similar to one of the principles of the Code of Hammurabi, which 
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often prescribed cutting off body parts or mutilating someone's body as punishment for a crime.  
The Babylonians were known to have followed these policies regularly and literally.  But in the 
Bible it was never meant to be literally enacted, and in fact was not so observed among the 
ancient Jews.  God was establishing the principle that when restitution can be made, it should be 
made in a meaningful fashion.  The only reason for interpreting "an eye for an eye" in the Bible 
graphically and literally is if a reader has a preconceived view of God as harsh and brutal. 
 
It also stands out that the laws of God have a much different emphasis than the Babylonian laws, 
or any other human-made law code, and obviously were not based on the laws of any other 
society.  In human law codes, property crimes, and other crimes with purely earthly implications, 
are more emphasized, and punished more harshly, than moral crimes such as idolatry and 
fornication.   
 
Believers do sometimes also make mistakes in studying these laws. We have already dealt with 
the misconception that the primary purpose of them was for our benefit in this world.  While they 
often lead to healthy life, as one would expect of directives from an all-knowing God, they also 
serve the far more important purpose of making us a clean and holy people who can live in God's 
presence and who can fulfill his purposes.  It is also significant to realize that the thrust of these 
laws is towards the man or woman who has accepted God's authority, not the rebellious pagan.  
We believers do have a very unfortunate tendency to compete with one another in how boldly we 
can denounce pagan society, but this serves no constructive purpose, it does not please God 
nearly as much as we think it does, and at times it provides us with a rationalization to excuse 
uncleanness in ourselves. 
 
Note also the forms of punishment used in God's laws.  Generally, an offense is dealt with by 
death, restitution, sacrifice, or a period of uncleanness.  While the frequent calls for the death 
penalty may seem harsh, note also that there are no prisons in God's law.  God wanted to avoid 
entirely the degrading and de-civilizing effects of cooping up criminals with each other.   
 
One important punishment often mentioned is being "cut off from one's people".  Commentators 
are divided as to exactly how this was implemented in practice, since it could mean an 
irrevocable exile, which is the minimum punishment that was historically applied, or it could 
mean the death penalty, with the additional connotation of not being a part of the community, of 
not "resting with one's fathers", which was important to the Israelites.  Since the best available 
sources do not agree entirely as to exactly what this involved, we can be certain only that it was a 
severe and dreaded punishment. 
 
The long section of general holiness laws concludes with a series of rules for the holy priests in 
Leviticus 21-22.  The priests were constant and obvious reminders of holiness to the community.  
When the priests fulfilled their role properly, they maintained a high standard of cleanness in 
their lives, appropriate to persons who had been consecrated to a holy ministry.  They also called 
the people to a greater awareness of their own identity as a special community.  Of course, later 
in the history of God's people, both priests and people gradually moved away from satisfying the 
responsibilities God gave them, to their own detriment.  But as we read in Leviticus, with the 
ministry just beginning, we see the ideal described. 
 
The first set of commands are restrictions on mourning and marriage for the priests (21:1-15).  
Since the priests were holy, and no longer belonged to this world, they needed to exemplify this 
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in their relationships.  Even in their closest family relationships, the priests were required to 
reflect their holiness, by showing that these relationships were secondary to their holy calling 
and ministry.  
 
Therefore, they were not permitted to have complete freedom in their choice of spouse; rather, a 
priest's wife had to meet high spiritual standards (v. 7-8, 13-15).  Further, the priests were not 
able to go through all of the Jewish mourning customs, unless it was for a close relative (v. 1-4).  
And the high priest was always prohibited from outward expressions of mourning, and from 
being in contact with the dead, even when a close relative had died. 
 
The next few verses indicate that certain physical defects prevent a person, even when otherwise 
fully qualified, from serving as a priest (21:16-24).  Such things as having a crippled hand, being 
blind in one eye, or being lame, made a man ineligible for the priesthood.  Naturally, these 
defects did not in themselves hinder someone from performing priestly functions.  But remember 
the basic concepts of Leviticus.  Before a Levite can be sanctified as a priest, he must first be 
clean.  Cleanness, as we have seen in Leviticus, involves purity, completeness, and normality.  
Descendants of Levi with physical defects were not accepted for the priesthood, because they 
literally could not meet the requirement to be clean.   
 
This is another example illustrating that being labelled "unclean" is not always a moral 
judgment.  In our status-obsessed culture, it would be considered an outrage if someone was not 
accepted for a position due to a physical defect.  But God does not see it as "unfair", primarily 
because he does not see awarding someone an office as a way of giving them special privileges 
and powers, contrary to our view of offices, whether spiritual or worldly.  To God, the priests 
simply fulfilled one of many important roles in the community of his people. 
 
Chapter 22 returns to the inter-relationships amongst worship, holiness, and food.  In it are 
discussed several impediments to eating holy food (22:1-9), that is, occasions when it was not 
permissible for a priest to eat a portion of a sacrifice to which he otherwise would have been 
entitled.  Then there are also conditions on who may eat the holy food (22:10-16).  God gave the 
priest's portion to him and his family, but did not want any doubt or temptation to arise in how 
liberally a priest's "family" was described. 
 
Finally, Leviticus 22:17-33 enumerates several criteria that animals needed to meet in order to be 
acceptable sacrifices.  Since the animals sacrificed became holy, they of course needed to be 
clean first.  Thus they were not permitted to have physical defects, for the same reasons that the 
priests who sacrificed them were not able to. 
 
(For Q uestions on Week Nine topics, see the end of the notes for Week Ten.) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WEEK TEN: 
PRACTICAL HOLINESS FOR CHRISTIANS 

(BASED ON THE TOPICS OF LEVITICUS 17-22) 
 
Holiness was God's goal for the Israelites, as God says several times in Leviticus, "Be holy, for I 
am holy."  Holiness is also the goal for Christians.  God does not want us merely to clean up our 
lives and avoid sin, because that is only the preparatory step to the higher goal of holiness.  The 
last chapter surveyed the general laws that begin the section of Leviticus on holiness.  Before 
moving further ahead, we shall consider how the principles behind these general laws of holiness 
can help Christians pursue holiness in practical ways. 
 
The P reparatory Task - Cleanness (Recall Leviticus 1 1 -1 6) 
 
It is a basic principle established in Leviticus that cleanness must precede holiness.  The same 
principle holds true in the New Covenant, merely with different details.  So, before we study 
some thoughts about holiness for Christians, we shall first consider the role of cleanness in the 
Christian life, based on what we studied in the "cleanness" section of Leviticus, chapters 11-16.  
There are, in particular, three aspects of cleanness that will be helpful to remember: the basic 
meaning of cleanness, the implications of the general cleanness laws, and the lessons of the 
ceremonies performed on the Day of Atonement. 
 
We have mentioned several terms that are equivalent in some way to the concept of "clean".  In 
Leviticus, the concepts of pure, perfect, complete, whole, and normal are all associated in 
various ways with cleanness.  There is an additional concept, maturity, that can be included when 
we examine equivalents in the New Covenant.  These ideas help us to consider what "cleanness" 
means, in a general sense, for a Christian.  As a Christian, we should reflect these qualities in our 
lives, in a spiritual sense.  Unbelievers have a concept of a "complete life" that revolves around 
"having it all" in a worldly or materialistic sense.  We want to show them that our lives are 
complete and perfect, even if we do not have all the worldly junk for which they sell their souls.  
We want to present a life of purity and maturity, not based on an arbitrary code of behavior, but 
flowing from our faith and our love for God.  This is what Jesus was talking about in John 10 
when he said he came that we "may have life, and have it to the full".  He did not at all mean that 
he came so that we could have everything valuable in this world, but that as long as we are with 
him, our lives will be complete, and that we can experience in all fullness the aspects of life that 
are of real significance.  His own life was, in every sense, an example of this type of "cleanness", 
perfection, and maturity. 
 
In an earlier lesson, we surveyed the general laws of cleanness in chapters 11-15.  Recall that, 
while these laws provided many secondary practical benefits, and served the valuable purpose of 
distinguishing God's people from the pagans around them, the major purpose of these laws was 
to develop a consciousness of cleanness and to develop habits in God's people that would make 
them clean, and thus prepare them for holiness.  By requiring cleanness, both literal and 
figurative, in areas of life that were on the surface ordinary and purely physical, God fixed in 
their minds the importance of cleanness, and established the priority of allowing him into all 
areas of their lives.  These laws dealt with cleanness and uncleanness in such areas as diet, 
household contaminations, bodily functions, and the like.   
 
Christians generally are not expected by God to follow these literal laws as such, and this fairly 
obvious point results, unfortunately, in most Christians ignoring these laws, or at best reading 
them as curiosities.  But they have in fact the same general importance, and carry the same 
general challenge, to Christians as they did to Jews.  That is, we also must learn to regard every 
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area of our lives as under God's authority and control.  Even when it is not a matter of correct or 
incorrect behavior, we must see that the God who created us takes an interest in how we live in 
all respects.  Further, just as the laws often labeled certain actions or bodily functions as 
"unclean" even if they were not immoral or ill-intentioned, we also must realize that Christian 
cleanness is a challenging concept.  As Paul twice told the Corinthians, "Everything is 
permissible, but not everything is beneficial".  Christians are expected to rise above the letter of 
the law, and not to wait for a specific command before taking action that will please God. 
 
The "cleanness" section concludes in chapter 16 with a description of the important cleansings 
that took place on the Day of Atonement.  We have now discussed several times the manner in 
which Jesus' once-for-all sacrifice fulfilled, in a more perfect way, the purposes of these yearly 
sacrifices needed under the Levitical system.  But the Day also served other important purposes, 
by impressing upon the community the pervasive negative effects of sin and uncleanness, and by 
emphasizing the overriding importance of God's presence.  These concepts are naturally of great 
importance to Christians. 
 
One of the lessons of Leviticus, made especially memorable in the Day of Atonement, is that 
uncleanness is, to God, very perceptible and real, almost tangible.  Uncleanness and sin repel 
God and make him want to withdraw from his creation.  That is why the Levitical system 
required so many sacrifices on so many occasions.  If it were not for Jesus, this same palpable 
filth and infestation would perpetually hang on each of us, and would make it impossible for God 
to have fellowship with us.  Every sin we have committed, every form of uncleanness in which 
we have participated, leaves its mark on us, until and unless Jesus cleanses it.  Our fleshly mind-
set finds it difficult to appreciate such a spiritual way of looking at things, but when we come to 
appreciate this basic reality, we will come first of all to appreciate much more the cleansing that 
Jesus gave us through his blood, and we shall then too be more motivated not to add to the 
burden of pollution which his blood must wipe from us. 
 
For, though we are now Christians and relieved of this burden of constant uncleanness, and 
though forgiven and assured of eternal life, if any of us are not insensate of spiritual reality, we 
shall realize that we have hardly completed God's plan for our existence.  We are aware that God 
has created us not just to be clean, but also to be holy.  He sanctified us at baptism, but the rest of 
our earthly lives will be an ongoing process of growing into the holiness he gave us.  So to 
appreciate and fulfill this, we must continue to keep ourselves clean.  God has given us his Holy 
Spirit to live in us, just as his presence came to dwell in the Levitical tabernacle.  And just as 
human uncleanness, if not dealt with, would have caused God to withdraw his presence from the 
tabernacle, we must be aware of the need not to pollute today's temple of the Holy Spirit.  We do 
not want to do anything that would make closeness to God more difficult. 
 
Thoughts on P ractical H oliness (b ased on Leviticus 1 7-22) 
 
The previous chapter surveyed the general laws of holiness, pointing out primarily the ways that 
each was a natural and necessary consequence of the nature of holiness, and looking at the ways 
that they were implemented and observed in ancient Israel.  We shall now go back through some 
of them, with the different goal of seeing how the principles taught in these laws can help us to 
grow in holiness.  Unlike the laws of cleanness, many of these same commands are re-iterated in 
the New Testament, while still others have fairly obvious close parallels.  So our main concern 
here is not so much to discuss the application of the specific commands, as to understand their 
connection with holiness.  Even when we wholeheartedly agree with God's commands, we often 
fail to appreciate their importance.  Our outward obedience alone will bring cleanness only - to 
become holy (that is, to realize the holiness we have as Christians), we must also take on the task 
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of understanding what God is doing with our lives. 
 
We can, as mentioned before, get a good basic perspective on Christian cleanness and holiness 
from Hebrews 10:14, "by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those being made holy".  
Jesus' sacrifice was much more effective than the Levitical sacrifices, and thus made us perfect, 
or clean, forever.  We will never have to do anything to receive forgiveness for our sins, whether 
past, present, or future.  But we must grow into holiness, as God works in our lives and as we 
more fully accept his lordship, and better understand his purposes. 
 
The same chapter in Hebrews also points to a significant motivation for developing practical 
cleanness and holiness.  Hebrews 10:19-22 tells us that "since we have confidence to enter the 
Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, ... and since we have a great high priest ... let us draw 
near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse 
us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water".  This passage 
echoes some of the significant lessons we have learned from Leviticus.  Cleanness is desirable 
especially because it enables us to be near to God, and confidently to enter his presence; that is, it 
gives us the chance to become holy.   
 
Now let us take a brief second look at the laws in chapters 17-22, with an eye towards improving 
our understanding of practical holiness. 
 
Chapter 17 contains a collection of laws relating to food and worship, and often connecting the 
two.  The Israelites could not eat domesticated animals (given to them by God) unless first 
offered as a fellowship offering.  They could eat clean wild animals, but had to observe the same 
restrictions (such as not eating blood) that were in effect with sacrificial animals.  God wants us 
to see that how we eat is significant, not only in terms of cleanness, but also in terms of holiness.  
In the laws of cleanness, God established that his people should have standards, and cannot just 
eat anything they wanted.  Now, in the holiness laws, he wants them to be fully conscious of 
where their food comes from, and how it reveals their dependence on God.  The Christian habit 
of praying before meals is an excellent way of putting this into practice - provided, that is, that 
when we give thanks, we really think consciously about our dependence on God for food, and do 
not simply pray as a lifeless ritual. 
 
There is another command in this chapter that was regularly violated in Israel's later history.  
God insisted that sacrifices be offered at the place he determined (v.8-9), which originally was 
the tabernacle, and later the temple.  Throughout Israel's history, many persons were dissatisfied 
with this, and created what were called "high places", where they offered sacrifices and incense.  
The motivations for this varied, but were sometimes a "well-meaning" desire to worship God 
more "freely".  Regardless of the motivation, God condemned the practice.  It made no 
difference whether the high places were used to offer sacrifices to the true God or to false gods, 
as God disapproved either way.  It is noteworthy that these high places began as sites for 
unauthorized worship of the living God, but over time they gradually became sites of pagan 
worship as well.   
 
A similar pattern is often played out in the history of Christianity.  When a body of believers 
chooses to compromise and accept some unauthorized human innovation, whether adding 
musical instruments to worship, adopting unbiblical forms of organization, or anything else, it is 
often a prelude to more large-scale departures from the Scriptures.  It is therefore important for 
Christians to realize the great care that must be taken, in our worship of God and service to God, 
not to take unjustified liberties.  Even when such liberties are not actual sins, but are merely poor 
judgment, the habit of taking them can lead to more serious consequences later. 
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Leviticus 18 establishes numerous strict standards for sexual behavior, delimiting what is and is 
not appropriate for God's people.  Essentially the same basic standards apply in the New 
Covenant, since the basic regulation is again that sex is meant for married couples alone.  Few 
true New Testament Christians would even need to be told this, but at the same time, we often 
uphold the command rigorously without truly understanding it.  We do realize an important 
principle that pagans do not, namely that inappropriate sexual behavior is only pleasurable in the 
short term, and inevitably leads to many unpleasant consequences in the long-term.  But this is 
not the main reason why God regulates sex.  The main reason is that sex outside of marriage is a 
violation of our identity as a holy people.   
 
A holy person belongs to God alone, by definition.  In marriage, God joins us together with 
another of his holy people, to belong to each other as long as we both live.  Until and unless we 
are married to someone of the opposite sex, he or she continues to belong to God alone.  (Or to 
his or her own spouse, if married.)  Anyone, then, who has sex outside of marriage, is claiming 
for himself or herself what properly belongs to God, a direct and serious violation of holiness.  
 
(Note that, according to Leviticus 15, what one's body does in sexual intercourse may make him 
or her unclean, but what one does to another person can be a violation against holiness.) 
 
An interesting and significant further aspect is raised by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, when 
he indicates that lust, even when not translated into action, can be an equivalent of adultery.  For 
Christians, then, our holy calling makes an even higher standard appropriate. 
 
In a similar way, many of the relationship laws in chapter 19 flow directly from the definition of 
holiness.  When we realize that God has given to us both our physical families and our brothers 
and sisters in the Lord, we realize that our actions and words towards another person are thus 
done to someone who belongs to God.  In the New Testament, Jesus says something very similar 
in the parable of the sheep and the goats, when he says, "whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers of mine, you did for me".  Most of these laws so far are repeated in (literally) 
similar forms in the New Testament.  Not so the laws of crime and punishment in chapter 20, 
which often prescribe harsh punishments for religious, criminal, or social violations.  As 
Christians, we should learn two things from these laws, and this time neither is a literal 
application of the laws.  First, we should realize the severity with which even apparently "minor" 
violations were punished, if they were violations of holiness.  Second, we should realize that all 
these punishments were directed at sinning believers, not pagans.   
 
We can see the importance of both of these in the ways that many Christians look at sin.  It is all 
too easy for believers to become outraged over the types of sins committed in the unbelieving 
society that surrounds us, and to long to see them punished.  We find it easy to be appalled by 
such sins as drug abuse, homosexuality, and abortion, because we do not practice them, and are 
not even tempted by them.  But we fail to see the severity of some sins against holiness that are 
rampant among God's own people.  For example, consider (1 Cor. 5) the sins that, when 
continually practiced, are grounds for disfellowship.  Greed and slander (i.e. gossip) are just as 
offensive to God as sexual immorality and drunkenness.  Further, as Paul says in verses 12-13 of 
this chapter, "What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church?  Are you not to 
judge those inside?  God will judge those outside."  We would do well to take some of the 
energy that we use to denounce the sins of pagans, and use it instead to make ourselves more 
worthy of our holy calling.  If we did, perhaps the renewed joy and confidence we would find 
would serve as a better example that more pagans would want to emulate. 
 



 5

Note also that the penalty of dis-fellowship for serious, unrepentant sinners in the church is very 
similar, in its effect, to the use of the death penalty in Leviticus.  Both are consistent with the 
necessity (because of God's nature) that there be absolute separation between the unclean and the 
holy. 
 
This section of general laws concludes with a lengthy series of rules for the holy priests 
(Leviticus 21-22).  We have already studied the ways that the priesthood is associated with 
Christians, and so these laws will have an obvious significance for us, although not always a 
literal one.  The main thrust of the laws is to establish that the priests were set apart (an 
equivalent of holy) from the rest of the community in certain ways.  For example, they were 
generally not able to observe times of mourning, unlike the other Israelites.  This can be 
associated with Jesus' statement to "let the dead bury their own dead", that is, not as a literal 
prohibition of mourning for Christians, but as a call to have a certain perspective.  God does not 
want his priests (Christians) looking backwards, and he does not want us to get into the common 
but unproductive human habit of looking at the past with regret.  Similar parallels could be 
drawn to many of the other commands and restrictions concerning the priesthood.   
 
We have only begun to study the many implications of being a holy people, and the 
responsibilities that come from this identity.  There is much more in the remaining chapters of 
Leviticus.  But even this brief survey identifies for us several ways in which we can make 
holiness a practical and important part of our daily lives. 
 
Questions For Weeks N ine & Ten - For Discussion or Study 
 
1) Why is cleanness a necessary preparation for holiness?  Answer using the meaning of these 
words.  Answer in a Levitical context, and in a New Covenant context. 
 
2) For each major section of holiness laws in Leviticus 17-22, answer the following questions: 
 
(i) What are the most important literal commands being given? 
 
(ii) Are the literal commands still in effect for Christians?  If so, demonstrate using New 
Testament Scriptures only. 
 
(iii) What greater spiritual principles or themes are being taught? 
 
(iv) How are these spiritual principles important in the lives of Christians? 
 
3) In what other areas, beyond those addressed by Leviticus 17-22, can or should we make 
greater efforts to live as holy persons?  Find New Testament passages that deal with these, when 
possible. 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



WEEK ELEVEN: 
H OLY  DAY S AND SP ECIAL Y EAR S 

(LEVITICUS 23 -25 ) 
 
The "holiness" section of Leviticus continues with these three chapters, which primarily detail 
the observance of holy days and special years.  These were an important part of meeting God's 
goal of holiness for his people.  Observing these days is by no means an arbitrary command or 
mechanical practice.  The special times are all carefully designed to call attention to God's 
holiness, and to the holiness he wants for his people.  The lessons and themes behind these 
special times are also valuable for Christians, as we shall discuss. 
 
Weekly and Y early H oly Days (Leviticus 23 ) 
 
Leviticus 23 discusses both the regular Sabbath day, already being practiced by the Israelites, 
and also several annual holy days, or festivals, to be observed by God's people.  They were very 
important to the spiritual lives of the Israelites, and are frequently mentioned in the Old 
Testament.  In addition to the instructions in Leviticus, God also repeated them in an abridged 
form in Numbers 28-29, to a new generation.  Numbers also adds detail on the sacrifices to be 
offered on these days.  Some of them are also recapitulated in Deuteronomy 16.  There are two 
important aspects of these days for us to study: first, their connection with the definition and 
meaning of holiness, and second, the concepts and principles that they taught to God's people.  
Both give us insight into Christian worship and thankfulness. 
 
Note that some current Jewish holidays are not mentioned in Leviticus, because they were not 
part of the original Levitical system.  This includes Hanukkah (The Feast of Lights, or Feast of 
Dedication), which commemorates Judas Maccabeus' victory in 164 BC in the struggle against 
Syria, and the subsequent re-dedication of the temple after its desecration by Antiochus IV , and 
also includes Purim, commemorating the deliverance of the Jews in Persia as narrated in the 
book of Esther. 
 
The concept of a "holy day" survives even in secular culture, because our English word 
"holiday" is nothing more than a shortening of those words.  Our list of Levitical equivalents to 
"holy" would tell us that a holy day is one that is set apart, consecrated, sanctified.  Or, using the 
definition(s) of holy, the day is one that does not belong to the normal course of earthly events, 
and that belongs to God alone. 
 
In the Scriptures, many holy days are titled as "feasts" or "festivals".  This sometimes seems 
paradoxical when they refer to days that require self-deprivation as part of the observance.  The 
Hebrew word literally means "appointed times", and can also be used in the sense of "scheduled 
celebration".  Clearly, celebration or festival has a meaning to God that is much different from 
the ways humans normally use these words.  God schedules celebrations of things that are truly 
worth celebrating, while humans schedule "festivals" of their own short-term, fleshly self-
indulgence.  A holy people celebrate what is holy, not what is common. 
 
The basic, regular weekly Sabbath day (v. 1-4) illustrates perfectly the concept of a holy day, as 
we have defined it.  The Sabbath day was God's, not part of the normal course of life, and 
therefore was set apart for his people to do something other than pursue their own interests as 
they did the rest of the week.  The acknowledgment of the day as belonging to God is even more 
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important than either rest or worship per se, though both were part of the standard Sabbath 
observance. 
 
It should be noted that there are many misconceptions about the Sabbath among ancients and 
moderns, unbelievers and believers alike.  An important one to note is the way that later 
generations of Jews began to develop the misconception that the Sabbath centered on the lack of 
physical activity.  It is the natural tendency of humans to focus on the outward and physical, and 
this is clearly seen in the attitudes of the Pharisees in the New Testament.  They failed to 
understand that what God wanted on the Sabbath was to refrain from doing work that benefitted 
oneself.  Jesus explained on several occasions that many physical actions, especially those 
benefitting another person such as healing or helping, were not only permissible but also 
appropriate on the Sabbath.  Other misunderstandings persist today even amongst believers.  For 
example, it is a common but erroneous notion that Sunday is the Christian Sabbath.  The 
apostolic church of Christ did not observe Sunday as a Sabbath, or even as a day off from work.  
(Only in AD 321 did the first day of the week become a rest day from work, at the decree of 
Emperor Constantine.)  The concept of Sunday as Sabbath is strictly a later-day denominational 
teaching.  Hebrews 4 tells us that there is a Sabbath rest for the people of God, but not a physical 
rest.  Christians take a permanent rest from working for themselves, and so in that sense the 
entire Christian life is a Sabbath.  And of course the Sabbath rest will be realized in a different 
and fuller sense in heaven. 
 
The Sabbath was certainly significant in its own right, as a weekly holy day ensuring that God's 
people took a break from their normal activities, to reflect on God.  Daily habits and routine 
activities can have a numbing power that de-sensitizes us to the spiritual side of life, and it is 
important to have a regular break in one's routines.  Naturally, humans find it very easy to make 
the break itself a routine, and can fail to recall its real purpose.  But the ideal of the Sabbath was 
regularly to remind the Israelites that there was more to their lives than seeking their own good 
every day. The Sabbath is reviewed here, though already a standard practice by the time of 
Leviticus, because it is also a model for the special feast days.  These generally had as a basic 
feature the same abstention from profitable labor as was observed on the weekly Sabbath. 
 
For us as Christians, studying the Jewish holy days holds significance in multiple ways.  An 
obvious significance is found in the close parallel between the spring holy days (Passover, 
U nleavened Bread, and Pentecost) and the important days in the New Testament beginnings of 
the church, which are observed at times almost identical to the commonly observed days of Good 
Friday, Easter, and Pentecost.  While we in the churches of Christ do not observe these days as 
ritualistic holy days, as do many denominations, we understand better than they the true 
significance of the events that occurred on these days, and we constantly remember and discuss 
(or should do so) these days. 
 
The holy days also have an even greater importance for Christians, in teaching us several vital 
aspects of our relationship with God that we ought to celebrate and remember.  They are not 
there for us to observe as days on the calendar, but to leave on our hearts the things for which we 
should be thankful every day, whether it is a special day in our culture or not.  As we survey the 
Jewish holy days, we shall comment on the lessons each one holds for us.  They were a crucial 
part of keeping the Israelites focused on their relationship with God, and especially on aspects of 
it that were easy to forget.  Likewise, they can help Christians to develop spiritual maturity and 
closeness to God in areas we may have neglected. 
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The holidays that existed in the time of Leviticus fell into two groups, one set in spring and 
another set in autumn.  Each set included three different times to be observed, and in each case 
there was something of a connection among the days.  The spring holy days are outlined in 
verses 5-22, and include the Passover, the Feast of U nleavened Bread, and the Feast of Weeks 
(or Harvest).  The fall holy days are discussed in verses 23-44, and include the Feast of 
Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, and the Feast of Tabernacles (or Booths). 
 
The first two spring days are well known, and are closely related to each other.  The Passover 
and the Feast of U nleavened Bread commemorated events that took place shortly before 
Leviticus, when God delivered his people from Egyptian slavery.  Even at the time that the 
Passover took place, on the night when the tenth and final plague took the lives of all the 
firstborn of Egypt, God indicated that the Passover meal that evening was to be repeated as an 
everlasting memorial.  For Christians, the Passover has a historical significance, in that it was at 
the time of the Passover that Jesus was arrested and executed.  It also has a deeper significance in 
that, in a sense, believers will be passed over when judgment comes to the rest of the world, on 
the Last Day.  Since, unlike the Israelites, we know far in advance that this deliverance is 
inevitable, we ought to celebrate it now. 
 
Immediately following the Passover, the Jews observed the Feast of U nleavened Bread, when for 
one week they could eat no leavened bread.  They also could perform no heavy work, and were 
to carry out other observances, on the first and seventh days of this period.  (This was in addition 
to any "regular" Sabbaths that may have fallen in that week, since the Feast could start on any 
day of the week in a given year.)  This "feast" was a continuation of the Passover observance.  
To the Jews, the abstinence from yeast was to remind them of their hurried exit from Egypt, 
when their haste required them to eat unleavened bread only (bread that had no time to rise).  In 
the New Testament, yeast is used by Jesus and Paul to refer to impurity.  Thus, for the Christian, 
the symbolism is that on the heels of realizing how we have been passed over, rescued from 
condemnation, we ought to abstain from any impurity, any "yeast" that would make us unclean. 
 
After the conclusion of the Feast of U nleavened Bread, the Israelites were told to count off seven 
weeks, and then to observe the Feast of Weeks (or Harvest).  As part of the earlier Feast, one of 
the events was the ceremonial presentation of one sheaf of wheat from the firstfruits of the spring 
wheat harvest.  Fifty days later, the Feast of Weeks celebrated the full harvest (of spring wheat, 
and possibly also barley), and the people observed a day of rest and presented sacrifices.  
Historically, the Jews associated this Feast with the giving of the law to Moses, and added 
observances that commemorated it.  But in the Scriptures, its original purpose was to celebrate 
the harvest.  This feast has one unique feature, in that it was the only time when an offering of 
leavened bread was to be made.  This is because this feast was a joyful celebration of the harvest 
God had given them, and so it was appropriate for them to bring the carefully made, leavened 
bread which they ate and enjoyed daily, so that they would remember who gave it to them.  For 
Christians, this is another important reminder, calling us to notice, remember, and appreciate the 
ways that God takes care of our basic needs.  Living in a society blessed with a surfeit of 
material goods, even Christians usually feel thankful only for unusually good things.  We need to 
take note of the hundreds of things that God provides for us every day to make life possible and 
to make it bearable.  None of us could meet our own needs for one minute, and we ought to take 
steps to show God we appreciate his grace. 
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The fall holy days are described next, and have a different set of themes running through them, 
taking on a more solemn tone than the spring days.  They began on the first day of their seventh 
month with the Feast of Trumpets.  The sounding of trumpets was for the purpose of assembling 
the people, and sacrifices were then offered.  (Not much detail is given in Leviticus, or in the 
Wenham commentary.  See the Harrison commentary or the Expositor's Bible Commentary for 
more.)  Later in Israel's history, this day became established as the beginning of the Jewish civil 
year, and eventually the day became known as Rosh Hashanah, "the first (literally, head) of the 
year".  In the days following the return from Babylonian exile, the day took on this significance, 
and most Jews today observe the day primarily for this reason, but that was not the original 
purpose.  Its original function was to begin the period of fall holy days with a solemn 
convocation. 
 
The Day of Atonement comes on the tenth day of the same month.  We have already studied this 
in detail, in chapter 16, along with its significance to Christians.  What is new here is to see how 
it fits into the overall system of special days, coming as part of a set of three special times in the 
fall. 
 
The list is then completed with the Feast of Tabernacles (or Booths).  Historically, this became 
probably the most anticipated of all the feast days.  Beginning just five days after the Day of 
Atonement, and lasting for seven days, the people would make themselves booths (literally, 
tabernacles) to live in, as temporary homes, recalling the temporary homes the Israelites had to 
have on the exodus from Egypt.  That is, by experiencing a week of being deprived of a fixed 
home, with all its conveniences, they were reminded in a new way of their dependence on God, 
and on the debt of gratitude they owed him.  Over time, many rituals and activities were added to 
this feast period.  By the time of Jesus, it had become an elaborately planned and observed 
festival that had lost some of the original significance, and become more of what we would call a 
festival or feast.  For Christians, the lessons of this feast - commemoration of past hardships, and 
expressing appreciation both for our growth and for the ways God has delivered us - ought to be 
an important part of our relationship with God. 
 
H oliness & M inistry (Leviticus 24 ) 
 
Chapter 24 is something of a digression, in that it departs from the topic of holy days and special 
times that are discussed in chapters 23 and 25.  But it is still logically connected, in that the first 
few verses detail commands about the priests' ministry in the tabernacle, which flow from the 
same principles being expressed through the holy days, and then the last part of the chapter 
emphasizes how vital it is for the people to be conscious of their holiness, in all they do.  We 
shall survey these only briefly, as they are secondary to our main topic.  For further detail, see 
the sources. 
 
The first nine verses of the chapter discuss aspects of the ministry in the tabernacle.  It is 
attached to the section on holy days because of the centrality of the tabernacle, which held God's 
Presence, to the holy days.  V erses 1-4 describe the proper arrangement and use of the lampstand 
and lamps in the Holy Place.  Lamps, with the obvious symbolism of light, are used 
metaphorically in the Old Testament to represent God's Word and guidance.  Note also the way 
the lampstands (or candlesticks, depending on the version) are used in Revelation 1-3.  Next, in 
verses 5-9, the proper use and placement of the consecrated bread (or "shewbread", or Bread of 
the Presence) is described. 
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This bread has an obvious parallel to the Christian service of the Lord's Supper.  Note that in the 
apostolic church of Christ, only baptized believers were allowed to be present when the Lord's 
Supper was served, just as the consecrated Levitical priests were the only ones permitted to enter 
the Holy Place and eat the consecrated bread.  The earliest Christians considered it inappropriate 
for those outside of the body to partake of the Supper, and many congregations dismissed any 
visiting unbelievers when it was time to partake.  This practice led to a number of 
misconceptions on the part of outsiders, who assumed that there was something sinister or at 
least bizarre behind the Lord's Supper, since they were not permitted to be a part of it. 
 
The rest of chapter 24 consists of an exhortation against willful profanation, and instructions on 
what to do if it occurs.  A harsh and memorable example of punishing blasphemy is given 
(verses 10-16 discuss the case, and verse 23 shows the punishment) as an example of willful, 
deliberate, profanation.  God demands severe punishment in this type of case, because of what it 
shows about the person's heart, and in order to protect the rest of his people from becoming 
hardened in blasphemy and profane behavior.  Following this example, there is a series of 
exhortations to shun and punish this type of offense (verses 17-22).  The exhortations include the 
often-quoted statement to exact "an eye for eye", which was not meant as a literal instruction to 
practice punitive body mutilations.  (See the Week Nine notes for a brief discussion of the 
erroneous way that unbelievers use this verse to attack the Bible.)  
 
Special Y ears (Leviticus 25 ) 
 
This chapter discusses the special Sabbatical and Jubilee years, which implemented the 
principles behind the holy days on a larger scale.  In a given year, the Israelites took a day every 
so often to make special observances concerning their relationship with God.  And, as we see in 
this chapter, God asked them periodically to take an entire year as a special observance. 
 
God declared that every seventh year was to be a Sabbath year (verses 1-7).  Just as every 
seventh day was a Sabbath on which no self-benefiting work was to be done, during every 
seventh year the people were to cease from farming the land or working it in any other way, so 
that the land God had given them could itself have a rest.  Besides being a sound agricultural 
principle, the spiritual point was to call the people to a trusting dependence on God.  It is a 
natural tendency of humans to feel that they need to work and battle constantly to have their 
needs met.  While it is good to have a sense of responsibility, and to avoid slothfulness and 
laziness, we must also avoid the other extreme of thinking that it all depends on us. 
 
Besides the Sabbath years, every 50th year was to be a special Year of Jubilee (verses 8-17).  In 
addition to the same prohibition from working the land as in the Sabbath year, the Jubilee year 
was to see the release of slaves and the return of any land that had been sold (returned to its 
original owner or family).  This amazing set of commands called for the Israelites truly to live by 
faith (verses 18-22), but also tested their attitudes (verses 23-55). 
 
God wanted his people to realize that their land belonged to him, and was given by him as a 
special inheritance, to be appreciated and enjoyed, not to be viewed as a means for making 
profits, or used for other selfish purposes.  Thus, if someone wanted to use someone else's land, 
it was acceptable to buy it, but not as a permanent arrangement, only until the Jubilee.  Likewise, 
no one was to view a slave as theirs, but only as a temporary employee or servant until the 
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Jubilee.  (In this connection, it is useful to recall that most Israelite slaves were in that position 
because of debt, not as a result of capture or other unilateral imposition of servitude.) 
 
Historically, the observance of the Sabbath and Jubilee years did not last, although it is not 
possible to determine exactly when they stopped being practiced.  It is known with certainty that 
the Jubilee was obsolete by the time of the return from Babylonian exile, and it probably had 
either not been observed, or had been observed in name only, for many years before that, based 
on the images of oppression that we read about in many of the prophetic books.  If followed 
faithfully, the Jubilee laws would practically have eliminated the existence of a permanent lower 
class in society. 
 
Christians could learn much from the use of special years in God's plan for holiness.  Living a 
holy life requires that we understand that not only ourselves, but also everything we have, 
belongs to God alone.  We must constantly combat the culturally-instilled attitudes of selfish 
ambition and complete self-sufficiency.  In this sense, the principles taught by the Sabbath year 
are just as important to us as they were to Israel.  And we also must constantly remind ourselves 
that nothing truly belongs to us.  The Jubilee year was a powerful reminder that a person cannot 
have a material or worldly possession forever.  We must constantly remind ourselves of this 
same point, so that we do not become engrossed in the things that God sends us as blessings.  Do 
not allow what was meant as a blessing to become a snare instead. 
 
Questions for Week E leven - For Discussion or Further Study 
 
1) For each of the six Levitical holy days, answer the following: 
 
(i) What was the purpose of the day? 
 
(ii) What relevance does this purpose have for Christians?   
 
(iii) In what ways can Christians fulfill the spiritual goal behind each holy day? 
 
2) Leviticus 24:1-9 indicates several principles to observed in tabernacle worship.  What are the 
spiritual principles behind such laws?  Do these principles apply in any way to the New 
Covenant priesthood? 
 
3) How can Christians put into practice the spiritual and moral goals of the Sabbath Years and 
the Jubilee Year? 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
©1999 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



WEEK TWELVE: 
CONDITIONS OF COVENANT BLESSINGS 

(LEVITICUS 26-27) 
 
Leviticus concludes with these two chapters, setting forth a general set of conditions 
applicable to those who desire to be holy and to live in God's presence.  These conditions 
were often taken too literally by the Israelites, as they are today by Christians.  Both then 
and now, many believers unfortunately serve God in the hope of worldly gain, and this 
distorts their understanding of God's promises.  But when viewed with an understanding 
of what holiness truly means, these become powerful spiritual incentives to live as God 
calls us to. 
 
Conditional Blessings and Curses (Leviticus 26) 
 
God has a great abundance of blessings he wishes to give his people, both now and later, 
both temporary and permanent.  But despite his longing to bless us, he can only give us 
the best of what he offers when we strive to be holy and to live as he calls us to.  This 
chapter sets forth a simple principle: godly living brings contentment and joy, but selfish 
living brings pain and frustration.  There is a parallel exposition in Deuteronomy 28. 
 
The principle is explained using details of the many ways in which God can make our 
lives either pleasurable or painful.  But it is important to note that these literal examples 
are not the main point.  God is simply explaining the natural consequences of our 
choices, whether good or bad.  That is, God is not arbitrary in determining that we will be 
joyful if we are holy and frustrated when we are selfish.  Both are the natural result of the 
choice we make. 
 
What God is promising will become clearer when we recall the definitions of holy: as a 
holy people, we belong to God exclusively, and are no longer part of this world.  Thus, 
when we live our lives by those principles, we are living as we were meant to, and thus 
we will find harmony, peace, and security in our lives.  But if we live in and for this 
world, we are fighting against the nature of what God has made us to be, and this must 
inevitably bring frustration and despair.  God first discusses the combination of holy 
living, blessings, and joy (Lev. 26:1-13).  He promises an idealized life for those who 
follow and obey him: the land will give them all the food they need (v. 3-5), they will 
experience peace and victory (v. 6-8), their numbers will increase (v. 9), and there will be 
an abundance of everything (v. 10).  Most importantly, God will put his dwelling place 
among them, and walk among them, so that they can live in his presence (v. 11-13).  On a 
literal level, while life for the Israelites was usually better when they stayed close to God, 
all of these things did not always occur even when they were faithful. 
 
That is because there is a deeper meaning to these promises, and a deeper blessing that 
God is promising.  Rather than guaranteeing that everything would go the way they 
wanted it, God assures them that to the faithful, everything in life is a blessing.  God is 
more than a galactic quid pro quo monitor who sends immediate reward and punishment 
for every action.  It is sad that even many Christians have this trivialized view of God, 
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which profanes his holiness by dismissing the value of any blessings that are not of this 
world. 
 
Living in God's presence does make everything a blessing when we adjust our 
perspective.  Anything we have in this world is perishable and uncertain.  Even if we 
manage to hold on to all of our earthly treasures for our entire lives, we must give them 
back when we die.  But if we will open our eyes, we have more valuable things that we 
own now and will have forever.  We have friends, our brothers and sisters in the Lord, 
with whom our relationships will never end.  We have a place prepared for us in God's 
house, and all the gifts he gives us now are but a minute portion of the blessings we shall 
have when we get home.  We have much else beyond what we can detail here: a purpose 
in life, the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the opportunity to commune with our Creator 
whenever we wish, and many more.  It is simply a matter of adjusting our perspective, 
and opening our spiritual eyes, to see what we have. 
 
God then presents the other alternative of selfish living, accompanied by misery and 
frustration (Lev. 26:14-39).  Again this is presented through literal examples.  Those who 
do not listen to God, and do not obey, shall be harassed by their enemies (v. 14-17), shall 
find the land and nature hostile to them (v. 18-22), and shall be tormented with invasion, 
disease, ruin, and countless other afflictions (v. 23-39). 
 
Once again, there is a deeper meaning.  God is hardly so spiteful or small-minded that he 
needs to send immediate and obvious punishment towards those who disobey.  In fact, it 
is not hard to find examples of humans who live in open rebellion against God's call, yet 
are blessed by worldly standards.  But he is warning them that if they do not live as he 
calls them to, they will find all of their lives a burden and a curse, even if they have what 
they need.  Those who live selfishly are always beset with fears, jealousies and envy, 
resentments, and the like, because living for self and for this world can never be 
satisfying.  It can never bring us to a point where we have enough, and are sure we won't 
lose it.  Living for self is fighting against the way God made us, and cannot bring peace 
or happiness for more than a short time. 
 
Yet, should we ever be on the wrong side of these conditions, God assures us that 
rejection is never complete or final (Lev. 26:40-46).  No matter what attitudes or actions 
we have selfishly indulged in, no matter what price we have paid inside ourselves, God is 
ready to take us back and pour out his love on us, if only we will confess our folly and 
ask to return.  Why would any rational person not pay this price?  For the cost of 
humbling ourselves and admitting we cannot run our own lives, which is truly no cost at 
all (since it is absolutely true for every human being ever born), he will completely 
remove the burden of a lifetime's worth of sins and follies. 
 
By the way, this is a good illustration of God's grace in the Old Testament.  You will 
often hear a variety of uninformed statements to the effect that "the Old Testament God" 
is different from "the New Testament God", because the New Testament God showed 
grace.  But in reality, God showed just as much grace in the Old Testament as in the 
New.  This is obvious to anyone who actually reads the Old Testament, and does so with 
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any degree of comprehension. 
 
(Note: this mistaken distinction between the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New Testament 
is hardly new.  The Gnostics, a divisive but very influential group that split off from the early church, 
promoted this false teaching as early as the 2nd century AD.  Even in the 1st century, some early forms 
existed of what then became called Gnosticism in the 2nd century.) 
 
Vows & Redemption (Leviticus 27) 
 
At first glance, this chapter's detailed instructions on vows seem to hold little relevance 
for us.  And no doubt many Israelites followed them mechanically at best, failing to see 
the meaning behind them.  But the concept of a vow relates directly to the key Leviticus 
theme of holiness, and so this is a fitting chapter with which to conclude the book and our 
study. 
 
The concept of a vow and its redemption is fairly straightforward to define.  Just as today 
we ask God for many things that we desire, the Israelites would often pray for a child, for 
a good crop, for victory in battle, or something else, with the promise of a special 
offering to be made if and when the prayer was granted by God.  This type of offering is 
referred to as a votive offering.  Sometimes the vow offered one's very self to God, in 
permanent service, whether in the tabernacle (or later in the temple) or in some other 
capacity. 
 
Sometimes it happened that when it came time to make the votive offering, it was either 
not possible to do so (if, for example, a promised animal had died or had become 
unacceptable as an offering) or the worshiper did not wish to (often for justifiable 
reasons).  God realized this, and provided a system of redemption that is set forth here in 
Leviticus 27.  The offering did not have to be made as originally promised, but the offerer 
needed to realize that his or her vow made the promised offering holy, belonging to God, 
and thus a price needed to be paid if the person wanted it back.  Therefore, prices are 
assigned for redeeming (reclaiming) a promised object.  The price varies depending on 
whether one promised a person, promised oneself or one's family in service (v. 1-8), an 
animal (v. 9-13), or physical property (v. 14-25). 
 
It is interesting and significant that God knows how easily we can change our minds, or 
how easily circumstances can change, and provides an escape clause to relieve us of the 
full consequences of an ill-considered or unlucky vow.  But at the same time, it is 
inappropriate to deny completely the vow that was made, and the vow must still be 
redeemed.  Note that the prices set for redeeming promised things are quite high, and 
would by no means have encouraged thoughtless vows. The key principle is that anything 
pledged to God, whether as a vow or some other type of promise, becomes holy.  It is not 
appropriate to ask God to overlook our promise, even if it was ill-considered.  Making 
something holy is a significant commitment!  God of course knows our weakness, and 
will show us the grace of not holding us to the letter of our promises; God is no lawyer.  
But we as Christians also must learn to redeem our vows, promises, and other words, and 
discipline ourselves against boasting that we cannot fulfill. 
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There are some final instructions under the general theme of vows and other giving to 
God.  He reminds them of special conditions on giving animals (v. 26-29), since the 
firstborn of domestic animals already belonged to God.  He also institutes the principle of 
tithing (v. 30-33), with its implications for redemption.  These principles have clear 
applications for Christians, as we must learn to see everything we have as God's, given to 
us for temporary use, and to be ready to allow God to use it as he sees fit. 
 
Finally, as Christians, we should remember our most important vow.  When we were 
baptized into Christ, confessing Jesus as our Lord, we gave ourselves to him.  We became 
sanctified and holy, not a part any longer of this world, and belonging to God alone, not 
even to ourselves.  We gave to God our lives, our time, our abilities.  These are now holy, 
and we must live a life that "redeems" them appropriately.  Before leaving our Leviticus 
study once-for-all, we shall take a brief final look at some of the most important 
implications of our holy identity. 
 
Concluding Comments on Leviticus 
 
We have covered many important topics and concepts in Leviticus.  We shall now take 
one last look at the overall purpose of Leviticus, with emphasis on the response it calls 
for from us as Christians. 
 
The theme of Leviticus is what God told Aaron and his sons: "You must learn to 
distinguish the holy from the common, the unclean from the clean" (10:10).  The priests 
had to learn what all of these meant, in theory and in practice, and they had to teach them 
to the community.  Likewise, we must learn to be aware of cleanness and holiness in our 
lives.  As taught in Leviticus, focusing on cleanness is primarily a matter of allowing God 
to be a part of every area of our lives, at all times.  Just as God called the Israelites to 
commit to him many mundane, and seemingly non-spiritual, parts of their lives, we 
should strive to acknowledge God's presence, and our need to be clean, at all times.  This 
includes dealing with sin, developing a genuine prayer life and sincere study of the 
Scriptures, developing good worship habits, and the like.  When we have thus prepared 
ourselves for holiness by becoming clean, we can then strive to fulfill the purpose of 
Leviticus by growing into holiness, as God says several times, "Be holy, for I am holy".  
Cleanness is a necessary step, but is not the ultimate goal. 
 
The hope of the holy is to be able to live in God's presence.  Someday we shall be in 
heaven, and can live in his presence without the barriers imposed by the physical world 
and by our own sin.  But we do not need to wait until then to live in God's presence.  As 
we devote ourselves to becoming more conscious of his presence now, we can realize 
that he dwells among us just as he did among the Israelites. 
 
When we begin to appreciate the value and importance of being allowed to live in God's 
presence, this can in turn help us develop a holiness-based perspective on our lives.  The 
challenge is to live a life that flows from our identity as holy persons; that is, as persons 
no longer belonging to this world, and not even to ourselves, but to God alone.  The more 
that we relinquish control over our lives, and the more we deny our idols any further 
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control over us, the more we can experience the fullest blessings that God gives to the 
holy. 
 
Leviticus calls us to develop the holiness perspective on our lives.  The book challenges 
us to consider what our lives are about.  Are we a small part of something big, or a big 
part of something small?  Each of us must choose whether to be the star of our own lives, 
or to be a role player in God's plans.  Humans all want to be the star, and what the show 
is about usually matters less to them than what billing they get.  Therefore, the lives of 
most humans revolve around pathetically trivial things, chosen so that they can be the 
center of attention. 
 
It is not possible for any of us to be a big part of God's plans.  God, his Son, and his Spirit 
have already claimed the starring roles and done the important work.  Moses, Isaiah, 
Paul, and hundreds of others already have the significant secondary roles that are 
remembered centuries later.  None of us can ask for anything more than a minor role, but 
if we know what holiness is, this will more than satisfy us.  To the holy, it is not the size 
of the part that is important, but knowing that the purpose, the plan, and the plot are all 
God's. 
 
Questions for Week Twelve - For Discussion or Further Study 
 
1) Explain in your own words the promises and warnings being given in Leviticus 26.  
Are there times when these hold literally true?  Give examples, and also give examples 
when they are not literally true, but when the promises as intended still hold true. 
 
2) What vows do Christians make?  How do the principles on vows of Leviticus 27 apply 
to Christians? 
 
3) Describe the overall implications of being holy on a Christian's identity, attitude, and 
lifestyle.  What lessons from Leviticus have you found most important in this respect? 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church Of Christ, 1999 
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that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of 
the author. 
 






