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1 Introduction and structure

Leviticus is a weird book.
In terms of content, there is a lot of talk about things that are very foreign from our
modern sensibilities, like the various offerings, the importance of lifeblood, and it’s role in
atonement; there are Sabbath days, Sabbath years, and Sabbaths of Sabbaths; and there
is the confusing categorization of things as clean or unclean without much explanation.
In terms of genre, there is barely any narrative, which is unusual for a book in the
Pentateuch. Even Deuteronomy — a collection of sermons from Moses — has more
narrative than Leviticus, which has only two narrative sections in the entire book (ch. 8-
10, and 24:10-16).
In terms of structure, while many commentators agree that Leviticus is a highly-structured
book, no-one seems to agree on what that structure actually is. If you read through the
book you can appreciate this tension, for it certainly does seem as though the author has
organized the material in a very precise way, but the details of this organization are by
no means obvious.
And finally, in terms of theology, Christians don’t know what to do with Leviticus. We
are often taught that the Levitical system was made irrelevant by the work of Christ, and
so we never try particularly hard to understand it on its own terms. Almost always when
someone teaches on this book, they spend very little time on the underlying worldview
before jumping immediately to how Christ fulfills everything about it. Unsurprisingly,
this leads to a shallow understanding of Leviticus and ultimately hinders our ability to
properly grasp Christ’s fulfillment.
All of these factors make it a difficult book to wrap our heads around, and so many people
just avoid it altogether. Nevertheless, over the course of our discussion we will endeavor to
make some progress by carefully unpacking the various interconnected ideas that underlie
it. Modern Christians tend to have unhelpful ways of thinking about some of these ideas,
and so we’ll need to do our best in first understanding them on their own terms before
asking how they relate to the later work of Christ.
A brief note on style before we begin. Sometimes in our discussion we will refer to God
using his personal name, because sometimes Leviticus does so. Modern translations render
his personal name in small caps as “the Lord”, but in the actual text it is given by the
consonants “YHWH,” since Hebrew is a consonantal language. There is some debate over
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what vowels to add in when pronouncing his name, so in our discussion we will simply
use the four consonants. For what it’s worth, I think the best way to pronounce his name
is “Yahweh.”

Structure of Leviticus

To kick us off, then, I’ll outline the way I think Leviticus as a whole is structured. As
far as I know, no-one has proposed this structure before, but it takes inspiration from
many of the previously proposed structures from other commentators. The irony that
I’m proposing an original structure just after complaining about widespread disagreement
about structure is not lost on me.
At the broadest level, Leviticus is broken into two parts. The first and largest part is
made up of chapters 1-22, and concerns itself with how Israel is to approach God and live
as his people in his presence. The second part is made up of chapters 23-27, and concerns
itself with devotion to God in various ways.
Each of these parts is a chiasm (or, more technically, a palistrophe), which means that it
is structured as a kind of mirror: if we broke it down into sections then they would form
couplets, where the first and last are related, the second and second-last are related, the
third and third-last are related, and so on, until we hit a pivot at the center. To give a
simple example, consider the following questions and their corresponding answers:

Do you know how old he is? And how tall? He’s 6-foot, but only 12 years old!

Because I answered the questions in reverse of how I asked them, this is a chiasm. We
can notate the couplets as follows:

A. Question about age.
B. Question about height.
B’. Answer about height.

A’. Answer about age.
Chiasms are a common Hebrew literary device used throughout the Old Testament, and
even occasionally in the New Testament. Now, we’ve said each of the two main parts of
Leviticus are chiasms. The first is structured as follows:

A. (1-7) Protocols of the offerings
B. (8-10) Ordination of the priests

C. (11-15) Purity within the nation
D. (16) Day of atonement
D’. (17) Proper atonement

C’. (18-20) Purity from other nations
B’. (21:1-22:16) Priestly holiness

A’. (22:17-33) Acceptable offerings
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We’ll have something to say about each of these sections in the course of our discussion,
so for now we’ll focus on the theme of the chiasm as a whole, and motivate the section
breaks within it.
When you look for patterns occurring throughout the halves of the chiasm, you notice
that in the second half (D’-A’) certain phrases or ideas start appearing that were absent
or rare in the first half (A-D). For instance, the phrase “I am YHWH” starts getting used
a lot, as well as the warning not to profane his holy name. And, where applicable, the
punishment for disobeying the laws in this half is often to be cut off from the people of
God. The appearance of these patterns suggest that a subtle shift occurs between the first
and second halves of the chiasm, in terms of how the relationship between Israel and God
is being framed. We can state this shift as follows: the first half is roughly framed in terms
of Israel is to approach God properly, while the second half is roughly framed in terms of
how they are to live amidst God properly as his people. We’ll see this shortly, as we go
through each of the couplets, but we can also get partial confirmation from the patterns
themselves. After all, the fact that the people can profane God’s name presupposes that
they are with him rather than approaching him, because profaning a holy thing involves
bringing it into contact with something unclean. And being cut off from the people of
God presupposes that one was first among the people of God.
So much for high-level patterns. We’ll now briefly go through each of the couplets of the
chiasm, explain why we think they should be broken up and paired as we’ve said, and
note how they also contribute to the broader distinction between approaching God in the
first half and living with him in the second.
(A) explains which animals to bring and how to offer them, first from the perspective of
the common Israelite (1:1-6:7) and then from the perspective of the priest (6:8-7:38). At
first, it might seem a bit puzzling that we group the priestly offerings in this first section
rather than with the other priest-material in (B). But the author indicates that we should
group it this way by his summary at the end of ch. 7, which covers everything he’s been
saying since the beginning of the book:

This is the law of the burnt offering, of the grain offering, of the sin offering, of
the guilt offering, of the ordination offering, and of the peace offering, which
YHWH commanded Moses on Mount Sinai, on the day that he commanded
the people of Israel to bring their offerings to YHWH, in the wilderness of
Sinai. (7:37-38)

We know that this covers everything from the beginning because no such summary has
yet been given, and this summary is deliberately in general terms of “the people of Israel”
rather than “Aaron and his sons” (ie. the priests). Further confirmation that common
and priestly offerings are being grouped together into a single section comes when we look
at (A’). This section also discusses offerings, and is introduced by grouping the people of
Israel and the priests together:
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And YHWH spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to Aaron and his sons and all
the people of Israel and say to them… (22:17)

Thus, we have good reason to think that the first couplet is intended to cover the offerings
of both the common Israelite and the priest. As to the progression from approaching God
to living with him, (A) concerns itself with how the offerer is meant to bring their offerings,
which has the connotation of approaching God. The language of bringing offerings is
used both to introduce the section (“When any one of you brings an offering…”, 1:1)
and conclude it (“…on the day that he commanded the people of Israel to bring their
offerings…”, 7:38). On the other hand, (A’) seems to presume the protocol around bringing
the offering is understood, and is more interested in ensuring that it is up to standard, so
as not to profane God’s name in the process of offering it.
Both (B) and (B’) concern themselves with the priesthood itself. In (B) we see the
first ordination of the priests (ch. 8), Aaron bringing his first offering to God properly
and being accepted (ch. 9), and two of the sons of Aaron bringing an illicit offering to
God and being violently rejected (ch. 10). These are the first times that the priesthood
approaches God in the tent of meeting, and we see the consequences for their doing this
well or badly. By contrast, in (B’) the focus is more on the day-to-day life of priests as
stewards of the tent of meeting, and how they are held to a higher standard than the
common people when it comes to holiness and uncleanness.
Both (C) and (C’) concern themselves with various purity laws, which help the people
to know whether they are clean or unclean. (C) focuses on purity within the nation, the
purpose being to give clear guidance on when someone is clean and when they are unclean,
so that they never approach the tent of meeting with offerings if they are in an unclean
state (15:31, cf. 12:4, 13:46, and arguably 11:44-45). Notice also how in this section there
is no severe punishment for people being in an unclean state, and there is a discussion
about how people who are unclean in these ways can purify themselves. In (C’) the focus
is on purity from the negative influences of the other nations. This is said explicitly in
18:1-5, 24-30, and 20:22-26, and implicitly by focusing on practices that were common
in Israel’s neighbors, such as familial sexual immortality, child sacrifice, consultation of
mediums, necromancy, temple prostitution, and disrespect for older people who were less
able to contribute to society. The concern here isn’t so much about the state of the person
approaching the tent of meeting, but more about them living appropriately with the rest
of God’s people.
Finally, both (D) and (D’) concern themselves with the central feature of the Levitical
system that makes living with God possible: atonement. The author explicitly situates
(D) as a lesson in how to correctly approach the Holy Place, so that the same thing that
happened to Aaron’s two sons back in chapter 9 doesn’t happen to the high priest:

YHWH said to Moses, “Tell Aaron your brother not to come at any time into
the Holy Place inside the veil, before the mercy seat that is on the ark, so
that he may not die. For I will appear in the cloud over the mercy seat. But
in this way Aaron shall come into the Holy Place… (16:2-3)
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The rest of (D) details this process, and the positive consequences it brings (cf. 16:29-34).
In (D’) the focus is on how the Israelites are meant to act (and not act) in light of the
fact that God has set up this particular means of atonement. It is less about how the
people are meant to approach the Holy Place, and more about how they’re not supposed
to disrespect God’s atonement while living with him and among his people.
So much for the first part of Leviticus. The second part is also a chiasm, and is structured
as follows:

A. (23) Holy days to God
B. (24) Continual dedication to God
B’. (25-26) Continual dedication to God

A’. (27) Vows to God
The breaks between the sections are quite clearly demarcated by the author. Both (A)
and (B’) have explicit introductions and conclusions, and (A’) is clearly about a distinct
subject from (B’). The only exception to this clarity is (B), but since all the other sections
are clear we can be fairly confident that it is intended to be a section of its own.
There is little agreement among commentators about the best way to understand (B) but,
as we’ll see later, there’s a good case to be made that it is intended to be a parallel of
what comes in (B’). Given this, it is natural to connect (A) and (A’), each dealing with
the dedication of things to God, either in the form of festivals or in the form of vows to
him. This second part of Leviticus will be covered later in our discussion, so we will not
say any more about it here.

Overview of our studies

Our study of Leviticus will be organized into smaller studies as follows.
We will start by clarifying the problem that the Levitical system was designed to solve,
namely the incompatibility of God’s holiness and human uncleanness. Our focus here will
be on the priest sections, (B) and (B’). Then we will talk about what it means to be clean
and unclean, and motivate the purity laws found in (C) and (C’). Third, we will explain
the role of atonement at the heart of the Levitical system in (D) and (D’). Then we will
enumerate all the offerings in (A) and (A’), and explain what each of them does.
Together, these four studies will cover the first part of Leviticus. This leaves just the
second part, which we will cover in a study of its own on devotion to God. After all this,
there will be an appendix with some interesting points I think worth mentioning, but
which I couldn’t place neatly in any of the smaller studies.



2 The underlying problem of holiness

Even though Leviticus doesn’t contain much narrative within itself, it is well-situated in
the unfolding narrative of the Pentateuch as a whole. There is good reason why it is
placed between Exodus and Numbers, rather than at the end of the Pentateuch as a sort
of “legal addendum.” Once we appreciate this, we will also be able to see the fundamental
problem that the Levitical system is designed to solve.

The story so far

Starting right at the beginning, the opening section of Genesis shows us God as the
supreme and good creator who fashions and cares for his creation. He also chooses to
give us humans responsibility over his creation as his limited representatives, and to dwell
with us. However, we reject him and bring corruption upon ourselves, which undermines
our relationships with each other, with the creation over which we have responsibility,
and with God himself. This in turn leads to God banishing us from his presence.
Over the remainder of the Genesis prologue (1:1-11:26) humanity repeatedly fails any
attempt to address this problem, which the author shows through the lens of the creation
mandate to be fruitful and multiply across the face of the earth (1:28). Briefly, by the
end of the first half of the prologue we have managed to multiply across the earth (6:1),
but have failed to be fruitful (6:5-8), resulting in the spread of wickedness rather than
prosperity. God attempts to start things fresh, judging the world by recreating it (6:9-
9:17), but almost immediately we see that sin and its consequences remain (9:18-29).
The prologue ends with humanity managing to be fruitful in working together, but then
deciding not to multiply across the earth (11:1-4), causing God to have to step in once
again and forcibly spread us throughout the earth (11:5-10).
This leads to the next big development in the overall narrative of the Pentateuch: rather
than rely on humans to address the problem of sin, God tells Abraham that he will solve
the problem himself. Through Abraham and his descendants, God will bless all nations
and once again live with humanity. The exact details of this are left somewhat vague, but
in the course of the rest of Genesis God repeatedly assures Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
that he will stay true to his promise.
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Eventually Abraham’s family has to move to Egypt, and the book of Exodus picks up
the story from here. In the early chapters of Exodus we see God appear to Moses, and
remind him of the promises he made to his ancestors:

Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of
Midian, and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness and came to
Horeb, the mountain of God. And the angel of YHWH appeared to him in
a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush. He looked, and behold, the bush
was burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses said, “I will turn aside to
see this great sight, why the bush is not burned.” When YHWH saw that he
turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And
he said, “Here I am.” Then he said, “Do not come near; take your sandals off
your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” And he
said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at
God. (3:1-6)

God assures Moses that he will free Israel from slavery in Egypt, and fulfill the promises
he made to his ancestors. And in the course of the following chapters, God forcefully
brings Israel out of Egypt, instantiates the Passover to commemorate this, and leads
them through the wilderness to Mount Sinai despite their grumbling. There he promises
to take them as his holy people, and to come upon the mountain in their presence:

On the third new moon after the people of Israel had gone out of the land of
Egypt, on that day they came into the wilderness of Sinai. They set out from
Rephidim and came into the wilderness of Sinai, and they encamped in the
wilderness. There Israel encamped before the mountain, while Moses went up
to God. YHWH called to him out of the mountain, saying, “Thus you shall
say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: ‘You yourselves have
seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and
brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and
keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples, for
all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy
nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak to the people of Israel.”

So Moses came and called the elders of the people and set before them all these
words that YHWH had commanded him. All the people answered together
and said, “All that YHWH has spoken we will do.” And Moses reported the
words of the people to YHWH. And YHWH said to Moses, “Behold, I am
coming to you in a thick cloud, that the people may hear when I speak with
you, and may also believe you forever.”
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When Moses told the words of the people to YHWH, he said to Moses, “Go
to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow, and let them wash
their garments and be ready for the third day. For on the third day YHWH
will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. And you shall
set limits for the people all around, saying, ‘Take care not to go up into the
mountain or touch the edge of it. Whoever touches the mountain shall be put
to death. No hand shall touch him, but he shall be stoned or shot; whether
beast or man, he shall not live.’ When the trumpet sounds a long blast, they
shall come up to the mountain.” So Moses went down from the mountain
to the people and consecrated the people; and they washed their garments.
(19:1-14)

And sure enough, in the following chapter he comes down on the mountain, and the people
are terrified. The remainder of Exodus takes place around or on top of the mountain. God
gives the ten commandments (twice), and various civil laws. Both the tent of meeting
and the priestly garments have their designs specified, and are made in accordance with
these designs. The book ends with the tent of meeting being completed and God taking
residence within it.
In all of this we begin to see how God intends to solve the problem of sin that separated
him from humanity in the first place. If he can live among the Israelites in the tent of
meeting, then there will be a place in the world where humanity can once again have
access to him. People from other nations who wish to approach him can do so at the
tent of meeting kept in the nation of Israel. This way of thinking is encoded in the laws
of Israel, which safeguard for the sojourner justice (eg. Ex 22:21, 23:9), the provision of
food (eg. Lev 19:10), and the right to make offerings at the tent of meeting (eg. Lev
22:18ff). It is also implied by the description of Israel as a nation of priests, since priests
are the mediators between people and God. And when Solomon builds the temple – the
permanent installation of the tent of meeting – he echoes this way of thinking in his
dedication prayer to God:

Likewise, when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a
far country for your name’s sake (for they shall hear of your great name and
your mighty hand, and of your outstretched arm), when he comes and prays
towards this house, hear in heaven your dwelling place and do according to all
for which the foreigner calls to you, in order that all the peoples of the earth
may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and that they
may know that this house that I have built is called by your name. (1 Kings
8:41-43)

So, this is the natural point in the story of the Pentateuch to explain how exactly the
people of Israel are to live with God who has now taken up residence among them. How
are they to approach the tent of meeting, and what kind of access to him does it afford?
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What is expected of Israel as God’s treasured possession? It is these kinds of questions
that Leviticus aims to answer.

An unspoken problem

But before we can appreciate its answers, we need to understand the underlying problem
that causes the need for the Levitical system at all, and which has been only hinted at
until now: God’s holiness. Well, not God’s holiness by itself, but what God’s holiness
means for us humans who are unclean. The term “unclean” first appears in Leviticus,
but the idea it conveys has been lingering in the background since the beginning: the
reason God cannot dwell with sinful humans is that his holiness cannot co-exist with our
uncleanness. This is the reason we were excluded from his presence in the garden, and
is the barrier he promised Abraham he’d overcome. We also saw the tension between
holiness and uncleanness in the two Exodus scenes we looked at, when God appeared to
Moses and the Israelites. Notice that at neither the burning bush nor the mountain was
God’s presence an unmitigated cause for celebration. Of course, it was an awesome thing
for the creator to come near to these people, but at the burning bush Moses was afraid
to look at God, and at the mountain God had to underscore how important it was for
no-one to approach him lest they die.
When we come to Leviticus, this unspoken tension between God’s holiness and humanity’s
uncleanness is made explicit for the first time. It is particularly evident in the two priest
sections of the first part of the book, which we labeled (B) and (B’) in our proposed
structure of the first part of the book.
In (B) we see the ordination of the first priests – Aaron and his sons – and therefore
the inauguration of the priesthood itself. In chapter 8 Moses plays the role that the
high priest will play in future ordinations. In chapter 9 Aaron makes his first offering
as high priest according to the rules laid out earlier in Leviticus, and God accepts it by
consuming it with fire. In chapter 10 two of Aaron’s sons also attempt to offer something
to God, but do so improperly, and the same fire that had consumed Aaron’s offering
now consumes the offerers themselves. The author puts these two events side-by-side to
show us that while the Levitical system enables humanity to approach God, the situation
is nevertheless fairly volatile. It’s kind of like a nuclear reactor, which when treated
carefully and properly produces something good, but when mishandled leads to significant
destruction. No wonder Moses warns against approaching the tent of meeting shortly after
drinking wine! (10:8-9)
In (B’) we see a number of regulations for the priests and the holy things that they
are responsible for. The priests are the stewards of this Levitical system that enables
humanity to approach God at the tent of meeting, and so they are held to a much higher
standard of cleanness. As people who live and work near the tent of meeting, they must
take the issue of uncleanness even more seriously than the common Israelite (ch. 11-15).
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After all, if all the priests happen to be unclean, who will facilitate the offerings to make
them clean again?
Now, in the wake of the death of Aaron’s two sons, God speaks to Aaron and says the
following:

You are to distinguish between the holy and the common, and between the
unclean and the clean, and you are to teach the people of Israel all the statutes
that YHWH has spoken to them by Moses. (10:10-11)

These categories are key to understanding the Levitical system. Some commentators have
thought that there are only two categories, each with two names – holy being the same
as clean, and common being the same as unclean – but others have noticed that treating
them as four categories makes better sense of what we see throughout Leviticus. I agree
that the four-category model is superior, and in the course of our studies we’ll see how
these categories relate to one another. In fact, there is pretty good evidence in chapter 8
that cleanness is distinct from holiness:

And he killed it, and Moses took the blood, and with his finger put it on the
horns of the altar around it and purified the altar and poured out the blood
at the base of the altar and consecrated it to make atonement for it. (8:15)

Notice how the purification (making clean) of the altar is achieved by a distinct action
from the consecration (making holy) of the altar. This makes perfect sense if we follow
the four-category model and recognize cleanness as different from holiness. But we will
have time to discuss these categories and their relationships later. For we’re going to
focus on just one of them: holiness.

The essence of holiness

The ideas underlying these categories are often referred to using a number of different
words. Holiness, for example, is connected to words like consecration (eg. 11:44), sancti-
fication (eg. 21:8), and dedication (eg. 22:1), where each word deals with the same idea
from different angles.
Now when modern Christians hear words like holiness and sanctification, there tend to
be two things that come to mind. On the one hand, sanctification is understood as the
process whereby we are made more Christ-like, maturing in good works. And on the
other hand, holiness is defined as being “set apart.” Strictly speaking, neither of these is
entirely correct: the first is too narrow and the second is too broad. But there is some
truth to both of these, and a proper understanding of holiness will help us see where they
fit in.
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So what is holiness? The “set apart” definition is a good place to start, but needs to be
modified slightly. To see how, we can look at the Nazirite laws in Numbers 6. These laws
are a treasure trove for anyone wanting to understand the essence of holiness:

And YHWH spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to the people of Israel and say
to them, When either a man or a woman makes a special vow, the vow of a
Nazirite, to separate himself to YHWH, he shall separate himself from wine
and strong drink. He shall drink no vinegar made from wine or strong drink
and shall not drink any juice of grapes or eat grapes, fresh or dried. All the
days of his separation he shall eat nothing that is produced by the grapevine,
not even the seeds or the skins. All the days of his vow of separation, no
razor shall touch his head. Until the time is completed for which he separates
himself to YHWH, he shall be holy. He shall let the locks of hair of his head
grow long.

All the days that he separates himself to YHWH he shall not go near a dead
body. Not even for his father or for his mother, for brother or sister, if they
die, shall he make himself unclean, because his separation to God is on his
head. All the days of his separation he is holy to YHWH.

And if any man dies very suddenly beside him and he defiles his consecrated
head, then he shall shave his head on the day of his cleansing; on the seventh
day he shall shave it. On the eighth day he shall bring two turtle-doves or
two pigeons to the priest to the entrance of the tent of meeting, and the priest
shall offer one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering, and make
atonement for him, because he sinned by reason of the dead body. And he
shall consecrate his head that same day and separate himself to YHWH for
the days of his separation and bring a male lamb a year old for a guilt offering.
But the previous period shall be void, because his separation was defiled…”
(Nu 6:1-12)

The Nazirite vow was a way for someone to specially dedicate themselves to God, either
perpetually or for a period of time. As you can see from the passage, the Nazirite was to
separate (or set apart) himself, and for this time he was considered holy. The key thing
to notice, however, is that the law specifies not simply that he set himself apart, but also
what he sets himself apart from (the grapevine, the razor, and dead bodies) and who he
sets himself apart to (God). When you look at other ways things can be holy, it becomes
clear that while both of these are important for the Nazirite vow, what makes the Nazirite
holy is primarily that he is set apart to or for God.
Holiness is not just about being set apart, but the person to whom we are set apart. God
the supreme creator of everything good is at the center of holiness, and other things are
considered holy only insofar as they are associated with him in some way. Sometimes
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this separation is made by a human, like Moses consecrating the altar or an Israelite
dedicating themselves or their things, and other times this separation is made by God
himself, like when he calls the nation of Israel or when he sanctifies the priests, but it is
always separation to or for God.

Varieties of holiness

This realization helps us see why many things that have nothing (or very little) to do
with morality are called holy. Here are some examples of holy things, some of which have
elements of morality and some of which do not:

• The ground around the burning bush was holy because it was the area God chose
to be specially present at, in order to talk to Moses (Ex 3:1-6).

• The nation of Israel was holy because they were called by God from among the
nations to be the nexus between him and the world (Ex 19:5-6).

• The Nazirite is holy because he separates himself to God from the grape and the
razor (Nu 6:1-12).

• The court around the tent of meeting (Lev 6:16), and the space inside the tent of
meeting (Lev 6:30) are holy because they are the place God chooses to be specially
present in the Levitical system.

• The priestly portion of the grain, sin, and guilt offerings is holy because it is a
portion of the offerings to God that he shares with the priest (Lev 6:17).

• The altar was holy so that it could play its role in making offerings to God (Lev
8:15, cf. 10:12).

• When Israel entered the promised land, the first four years after planting trees for
food those trees were off limits to them. The fourth of these years is holy, because
it is considered an offering of praise to God (Lev 19:24).

• The people of Israel were called to be holy because they are God’s nation and were
to separate themselves from the uncleanness of the other nations (Lev 19:1-2, 20:7-8,
26).

• The priests were holy because they were the ones who offered the offering to God
(Lev 21:6).

• The Sabbath is holy because it involves dedication of one’s time to God over the
typical work of the week (Lev 23:3), and something similar can be said for all the
festivals (ch. 23), as well as the Sabbath and Jubilee years (ch. 25-26).

The list goes on. The point is that the essence of holiness is the association with God, the
supreme and good creator. Sometimes it involves elements of morality, but not always.
This list also shows us something important about holiness, namely that it comes in
different ways depending on what we’re considering. Israel as a whole is holy when
compared to the other nations, but within Israel the priests are holy relative to the
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common person, and the Nazirite is holy relative to non-Nazirites. The Sabbath year is
holy relative to the six years that precede it, but the Jubilee year is holy relative to the
six Sabbath years that precede it. Whenever something is set apart to God as holy, it is
set apart from something else as common. And just as holiness comes in different forms,
some of which have nothing to do with morality, so it is with commonness. The priest is
holy relative to the common Israelite, but this doesn’t mean the latter is bad or defective
in some way. It just means that they haven’t been set apart to God in the particular way
the former has. They could be holy in some other way even though they’re common in
the current way.
There is one more important distinction that needs to be made before we move on. When
something is set apart to God, there are two things to consider. First, there is the
initial state change brought about by the act of setting it apart, and second, there is the
process of living or functioning in accordance with this new state. To use an analogy from
everyday life, when someone is promoted at their work they undergo a state change from
their old position to their new position, and from that moment forward need to work in
accordance with their new position if they wish to keep it.
We see this very clearly with the Nazirite vow: there is the initial taking of the vow which
begins their time as a Nazirite (state change), and then there is the requirement that they
abstain from the grape, the razor, and dead bodies in order for them to maintain their
Nazirite status for the duration of their vow (process). We see it with the nation of Israel,
who are made holy by God taking them from among the nations, and who are then called
to live holy lives in keeping with this. And we see it with the Sabbath day of the week,
in that whenever the day comes (state change) the Israelites are to act according to its
rules (process). More examples can be given, but these suffice to illustrate the point.

God with us in Christ and the Holy Spirit

Let’s summarize everything we’ve covered so far. We’ve seen that Leviticus is well-placed
in the Pentateuch, after Exodus, both as an answer to the question of how Israel are to
live with the God that has just taken residence up with them, and as an explanation of
the fundamental problem underlying the need for the Levitical system in the first place:
the incompatibility of God’s holiness with humanity’s uncleanness. We saw that at the
heart of holiness is the association with God, in that things are made holy by being set
apart to God. Sometimes this includes concerns about morality, but often it doesn’t. We
saw that holiness comes in different forms, and that sometimes a thing or person can be
holy in one of these forms while being common in another. And finally, we saw that there
is an important difference between taking on a holy state and living in accordance with
that holy state.
With all this in hand, we are ready to conclude with a few words about how it all relates
to the work of Christ. There are two major developments that he brings to the question
of how the holy God can live among unclean people.
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The first is the incarnation. It cannot be understated how absolutely earth-shattering
it is that God chose to dwell among us, not merely by taking up residence in a tent of
meeting that we can approach when appropriately clean, but as a fellow human being who
walked among our uncleanness. This is such a paradigm-shifting act that it is no wonder
it took the disciples so long to realize what was happening. We went from God being
unapproachable by any form of uncleanness for fear of death to him sharing meals with
sinners and cleansing lepers by touching them.
The second is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in us. Paul understands this as the
culmination of the promise that God would dwell among his people, and draws out a
consequence that corresponds exactly to Leviticus:

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has righ-
teousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? What
accord has Christ with Belial? Or what portion does a believer share with an
unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are
the temple of the living God; as God said,

“I will make my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be
their God, and they shall be my people. Therefore go out from their midst,
and be separate from them, says the Lord, and touch no unclean thing; then
I will welcome you, and I will be a father to you, and you shall be sons and
daughters to me, says the Lord Almighty.”

Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every
defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to completion in the fear of
God. (2 Cor 6:14-7:1)

We are holy people, Paul says, because God now dwells not just among us but in us.
Because of Christ’s work, we no longer need to approach a temple outside of ourselves,
but we together are the very temple in which God dwells. It is quite right that in response
to this we aim to cleanse ourselves from sin, for if we would’ve died by bringing uncleanness
near God’s temple, how much more does this hold for corrupting the temple itself!
So, what does it mean to be clean or unclean? And how does one become either of these?
These are the questions to which we will turn next.



3 The nature of purity

We’ve begun to unpack the fundamental problem underlying Leviticus, that God’s holi-
ness is incompatible with human uncleanness. This incompatibility has not been explicitly
spoken about, but has been lingering in the background since the very first pages of Gen-
esis, and dealing with it is a key part of God’s promise to reunite himself with humanity.
With the Levitical system, the nation of Israel becomes the nexus between God and hu-
manity, where anyone can come and access him at the tent of meeting, safeguarded by
the priests and the nation more broadly.
Key to understanding this problem is understanding the categories it involves. So far we
have looked at holiness, and by implication the opposite category of commonness. Now
we turn our attention to the remaining two categories, cleanness and uncleanness. Of
particular interest are the two purity law sections in Leviticus, which we labeled (C) and
(C’) in our proposed structure of the first part of the book.

The essence of cleanness

Once we grasp the core of what cleanness (and by implication uncleanness) is, it should
enable us to see clearly why uncleanness would be incompatible with holiness, and why
cleanness can co-exist with holiness.
As with holiness, there are a number of different words that are used to talk about
cleanness and uncleanness. Unclean things are also referred to as impure (eg. 15:19),
defiled (eg. 15:31), or blemished (eg. 21:22-23). When an unclean thing comes into
contact with a holy thing it profanes it (eg. 12:4, 21:4). By contrast, clean things are also
referred to as pure (eg. 12:1-8). These other words give us hints as to the fundamental
meaning of cleanness and uncleanness, as does the fact that different kinds of things are
clean in different ways – for example, the criteria for clean water animals is different from
the criteria for lands animals.
Taking these two facts into account, we can see that, at its core, being clean is about
being a good instance of your kind. That is, to be clean is to be healthy according to
your nature, to flourish as the type of thing that you are, to be well-functioning, to be
complete, whole, and fulfilled. The qualifications “instance of your kind”, “according to
your nature”, and “the type of thing that you are” are important, because different kinds

18



19

of things are healthy in different ways. A tree, for instance, does not need to be able to
walk around in order to be healthy, but a cow does. And a dog does not need to be able
to hold things with its hands in order to be healthy, but an ape does. Connecting this
with purity, we can say that a clean thing is pure from any defect that might hinder its
flourishing according to its nature.
By contrast, something is unclean to the extent that it is defective, or broken, or malfunc-
tioning, or unhealthy according to its nature. It can also become unclean by being mixed
up with things that are inappropriate for things of its kind. As an example, consider the
bed in your bedroom. It can be unclean by having one of its feet broken, or by having
drooping springs, or by having uncomfortable pillows, each of which are ways for it to
malfunction. And it can become unclean being covered in mud, or too much dust, or
bed-bugs, each of which are ways for it to be mixed up with things inappropriate with it.
It could also be mixed with improper use, as when you use your bed as a couch rather
than for sleeping. As with cleanness, uncleanness depends on the kind or type of thing
that you are – your nature. It is this that defines the bounds of what is appropriate and
inappropriate for you.
This brings us to the question of what cleanness and uncleanness means for humans.
Humans are like other animals on earth, and share much of what makes them clean and
unclean (cf. Gen 1:24-30). A clean human is someone who is able to live well in all spheres
of their life. To live well in the physical sphere requires a healthy body, whereby we can
move and sense the world around us. Anything that would damage or hinder our ability
see, hear, hold things, walk, breathe, eat, etc. would therefore be unclean for us, including
any decisions we might make to undermine or hinder these abilities for ourselves. This
much we have in common with the other animals. As humans, we also have the capacity
for self-reflection, for wisdom, and for rational judgments about the world, all of which
are necessary for us to have responsibility over God’s creation (cf. Ps 8), and it’s because
of these things that we are held more accountable for our choices than the animals.
Anything that would be irresponsible, or contrary to justice, or disrespectful of God, or
bad for ourselves or others would therefore be unclean for us, including actions, habits,
laws, and societal conventions. This goes for the individual as well as the community as
a whole.
This last kind of uncleanness is called sin, and it is the worst kind of uncleanness. That
is, it is the thing most truly called unclean. It is what breaks down our relationships with
ourselves, with others, with God, and with the rest of creation. It is the corrosive acid
that lies at the heart of our separation from God.
Now, given what we’ve said, we might be left wondering why God’s holiness is incompat-
ible with uncleanness. On the two-category model the answer is obvious, since on that
model holiness is the same as cleanness, and cleanness is obviously incompatible with un-
cleanness. But we’ve been laying out the four-category model, where holiness is different
from cleanness: holiness is association with God, while cleanness is health according to
our nature. What’s to stop someone who is defective according to their nature from being
associated with God? The answer becomes clear when we reflect on who God is.
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Our first introduction to him, you’ll recall, is as the supreme and good creator of every-
thing, the infinitely powerful reality from which emanates all goodness and being (Gen
1:1-2:3). He is unlike anything in creation, for all creatures are limited and finite, but he
is unlimited and infinite. This is why his personal name (which means I am) contains
within itself the refusal to be defined by any finite reality – God is not this kind of person
or that kind of thing, since he is above all things, but simply God is (Ex 3:13-15). In
fact, defining God by reference to anything else gets things precisely backwards, since all
other things in reality are but limited windows into the unlimited goodness and being of
him who brings them into and sustains their existence. It is this utterly unique source of
all reality who is at the center of holiness. Consider, for instance, Isaiah’s vision of God
in the temple:

… I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and the train of his
robe filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings:
with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two
he flew. And one called to another and said:

“Holy, holy, holy is YHWH of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!”

And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called,
and the house was filled with smoke. And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost;
for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean
lips; for my eyes have seen the King, YHWH of hosts!”

Notice how the seraphim sing of two things: God’s holiness and his glory that is found
throughout creation.
Understanding the significance of God as the creator helps us to see why uncleanness
cannot co-exist with him: he is like this infinite force which produces all and only goodness,
and our uncleanness is like an utterly finite force in the opposite direction – we cannot
possibly survive this. It also helps us see why cleanness can co-exist with him: by being
clean we align ourselves with this infinite force that produced our nature in the first place,
and our life is amplified by God’s presence rather than destroyed by it.
With this we have arrived at an understanding of the four categories in terms of what
each of them is, and how they are connected with each other. Holiness involves being
set apart to God, the infinitely powerful creator from which emanates all goodness and
being, and commonness is what you are set apart from when you are set apart to God.
Cleanness has to do with fulfilling your nature, by which you align yourself with your
creator’s intention for you as the kind of thing that you are, and uncleanness is anything
that goes contrary to this. If you, a finite creature, go contrary to the infinite creative
force of your creator then you will not be able to withstand him, but if you align yourself
with that force then all will be well.
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Why the purity laws were given

Having unpacked the meaning of cleanness and uncleanness, we now turn our attention
to the purity laws in Leviticus. Before we go through the particular assignments of things
to clean or unclean, we must first clarify the overall purpose for giving these assignments.
Since sin is the most truly unclean thing, we might be tempted to think that everything
called unclean in these laws must be sinful. However, after a bit of reflection we can see
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that this can’t possibly be the case. First, some things that can’t be sinful are classified as
unclean, such as animals (eg. 11:4-8), houses (eg. 14:44), furniture (eg. 15:4), and clothes
(eg. 13:51). Second, in a number of cases unclean things become clean again simply by
waiting a period of time (eg. 14:46) or by additionally washing with water (eg. 15:5).
And third, some forms of uncleanness are totally outside of the control of the person, like
with the leprosy in chapter 13 or the bodily discharges in chapter 15.
However, while it is wrong to say that the assignments are meant only to delineate sinful
things from non-sinful things, we should not fall into the opposite error of thinking they
have nothing to do with sin. For one thing, some of the laws seem to be directly concerned
with sins, such as the laws against sexual immorality (ch. 18, 20), or the laws against
child sacrifice (18:21, 20:1-5). And toward the end of the purity laws, we see a connection
between the laws concerned directly with sin and the ones that are less so, when God says
the following:

You shall therefore keep all my statutes and all my rules and do them, that
the land where I am bringing you to live may not vomit you out. And you
shall not walk in the customs of the nation that I am driving out before you,
for they did all these things, and therefore I detested them. But I have said
to you, “You shall inherit their land, and I will give it to you to possess, a
land flowing with milk and honey.” I am YHWH your God, who has separated
you from the peoples. You shall therefore separate the clean beast from the
unclean, and the unclean bird from the clean. You shall not make yourselves
detestable by beast or by bird or by anything with which the ground crawls,
which I have set apart for you to hold unclean. You shall be holy to me, for
I YHWH am holy and have separated you from the peoples, that you should
be mine. (20:22-26)

God calls Israel to follow his statutes rather than the customs of the other nations, which
are sinful by virtue of their being contrary to God’s statues (cf. 18:1-5). God has separated
out Israel from the other nations to be his people, and they are to live appropriately in
light of this. In parallel with this, Israel are called to separate the clean and unclean
animals (ch. 11), which are not unclean because they are sinful, but because God has
stipulated that they hold them as unclean.
Taking into account the variety of laws, then, it seems best to understand the purpose of
the purity laws as ways of teaching Israel about sin and the uncleanness that it brings.
Sin is the most truly unclean thing, and so it is found among the things called unclean.
But sin is ultimately an inward reality which cannot be seen and touched like many of the
other things in life can. More than this, up until now the nation of Israel had no reason
to think of their uncleanness in such severe terms, nor do they realize how pervasive the
uncleanness of sin is that separates them from God. So, in the Levitical system, God
also uses things which were unclean in a looser sense to teach Israel about the importance
of separating themselves from sin, which is most truly unclean. These outward realities
and Israel’s expected behavior toward them act as an object lesson about sin and what
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it means for people wanting to live with God. That is, God uses non-sinful uncleanness
symbolically to remind Israel of sinful uncleanness.
This way of using the purity laws is not as strange as it may first appear, for we do the
same thing in many of our social interactions. We greet people using handshakes or kisses
on the cheeks as an outward and visible expression of an inward and invisible reality, such
as friendship or respect. We use dress-codes for events and institutions to stipulate the
appropriate and inappropriate ways of participating in them. And we use ceremony or
tradition as signs of other realities, like the inauguration of someone to office, or love for
someone on their birthday.
Given this wider purpose, it is unsurprising that God uses things that would have been
more intuitively unclean for the ancient Israelites as symbols to teach them about sin. If
they already saw such things as unclean or improper in some sense, then God could use
this to teach them about how to think about sin.

Clean and unclean things

We turn now to the particular assignments we find in the purity laws. Our aim here
is to give motivation for why various things were labeled clean or unclean, based on
our understanding of the purpose of the purity laws. We will proceed from the clearer
assignments to the more obscure ones.
A number of laws are more-or-less directly concerned with sin, and do not need much
explanation as to why they are considered unclean. God requires his people to avoid im-
proper sexual relations (18:6-20, 21-23; 20:10-21), child sacrifice (18:21, 20:1-5), improper
activities to do with the dead (19:31; 20:6, 27), improper forms of worship (19:4-8, 26-30),
and injustice and partialism (19:9-17, 32-36).
The laws about leprosy in humans can cover any infectious skin disease (13:1-46), and
are called unclean because they are examples of physical uncleanness. The extension of
these leprosy laws to garments (13:47-59) could refer to diseases in the materials used for
making clothes, and so share in the uncleanness of the skin disease. It could also be a
kind of growth that appeared in garments that the Israelites associated with leprosy, and
is unclean on account of this association. This being unclean by association is probably
what explains the extension of the leprosy laws to the house (14:33-57). These leprous
cases are rather visible expressions of physical uncleanness (or association with it), and
so are given a prominent place in the purity laws.
Physical uncleanness is what accounts for the irregular bodily discharges from both men
(15:1-15) and women (15:25-30) being called unclean. The emission of semen (15:16-18)
and menstrual cycle (15:19-24) do not admit of this explanation, because they are part of
the natural functioning of humans. Here it seems that the classification of these as unclean
has to do with their representing an unkindled life, or simply that they are dirty in some
sense – even today we clean ourselves from such things. This latter explanation probably
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explains the classification of childbirth as unclean (12:1-8), since the process of childbirth
often involves blood and faeces, and would therefore have an intuitive association with
uncleanness to anyone whose gone through it.
This leaves us with the dietary laws in chapter 11. The structure of this chapter gives us
a clue as to why the animals are classified as they are. It starts with animals that walk on
the ground (11:1-8), but only deals with some of them, with the rest being covered later
in the chapter (11:26-44). When we consider the kinds of animals covered in these earlier
verses, it becomes clear that they are the animals used by various cultures as livestock
and transportation. This explains why they would be singled out ahead of the rest of the
animals, since they would be the first kinds of animals that came to mind when thinking
about dietary regulations. Now, the Israelites were pastoralists and would therefore have
found sheep, goats, and bulls to be natural and proper sources of food, whereas other
animals used by the other nations would have been seen as abnormal or improper sources
of food. The law given in these verses seems to be generalizing features of these animals
that the Israelites would naturally consider clean, namely that they have split hooves and
that they chew the cud. Thus, wildlife may be eaten so long as they conform to this
generalization.
After dealing with the most obvious source of food from animals, the chapter covers the
rest of the animals in accordance with the ancient Israelite conception of the world as
broken down into three distinct spheres: the waters (11:9-12), the sky (11:13-25), and the
land (11:26-44). This tripartite understanding of the world is seen clearly in the creation
week (Gen 1:1-2:3) and makes for a neat organizing structure. Each animal is considered
clean based on how well it fits within the characteristic mode of movement for its sphere of
reality. Anything that mixes different spheres, or has indeterminate motion – like swarms
of animals – is therefore considered unclean.
The characteristic water animal is the fish, which has fins and scales. Amphibians would
be unclean, as they mix the behavior of land and water animals. And swarms of water
animals are unclean because they are not distinct motions, but resemble an indeterminate
“cloud” of movement.
The air creatures listed in 11:13-19 are not given criteria for what makes them clean or
unclean, and the proper translation of many of their names is uncertain. This makes it
difficult to explain exactly why they are called unclean, though the general principle of
non-conformity to their sphere might still hold. Perhaps they are not sufficiently similar
to the birds that were considered characteristic to the Israelites (this would certainly be
true of the bat), or perhaps it has to do with their being predators or carrion birds. The
winged insects are grouped with the air creatures on account of their wings. Any such
insects that walk on the ground (“on all fours”) mix the motion proper to the air with
the motion proper to the ground, and are therefore considered unclean. However, those
winged insects that have legs, but use these for hopping, are still moving through the air
and are therefore considered clean.
Finally, there are the land animals, which are treated in three sections, and which we
will look at slightly out of order. The first section covers the bigger land animals, whose
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motion is more easily discernible. The earlier condition for land animals is repeated, and
since we’re now considering a wider range of animals an additional condition is given:
animals that walk on their hands are unclean because such motion mixes the function of
hands and feet (11:27, the word for “hands” is sometimes unhelpfully translated “paws”).
This would apply to animals that have clearly distinct hands, like apes, and animals
which sometimes use their front limbs as hands, like mice. The third section are the land
animals that swarm, crawl, creep, or scurry (11:41-44, the Hebrew word is ambiguous
between these), which are considered unclean because of their lack of clearly defined
movement on legs, either due to lack of legs or due to moving too quickly and too close to
the ground for this movement to be discernible. The middle section covers animals that
fit both conditions of uncleanness, making them doubly-unclean. These animals are listed
(11:29-30), and then their extra uncleanness is evident in the stricter rules surrounding
them and things they touch (11:31-40).
In the end, then, we see how the definition of uncleanness is being applied in varied
ways throughout the purity laws. Some laws concern themselves with the fundamental
uncleanness of sin, while others symbolize this through other senses of uncleanness, like
disease, dirt, and non-conformity to the Israelite taxonomy of the natural world. These
latter laws use visible forms of uncleanness understood by the Israelites as ways of pointing
them to the invisible uncleanness of sin.

Laws of approach and laws of life

We now turn to the question of why Leviticus divides the purity laws into two distinct
sections, one of each side of the chiasm of the first part of the book. Considering the two
sections broadly, we see that they fit with the general pattern we’ve mentioned before:
the first set of purity laws (11-15) are concerned with Israel approaching God in the tent
of meeting, while the second set (18-20) are concerned with Israel living amidst their God.
We might therefore call them the “laws of approach” and the “laws of life” respectively.
At least two features of the laws motivate this distinction. First, the purposes are some-
times explicitly given. Towards the end of the bodily discharges section, for example, it
says, “Thus you shall keep the people of Israel separate from their uncleanness, lest they
die in their uncleanness by defiling my tabernacle that is in their midst” (15:31). A large
part of the leprosy section details how the cleansed leper is supposed to re-integrate into
Israelite society, culminating in them making offerings at the tent of meeting (14:1-32).
The childbirth section is clearly concerned with when the new mother is able to approach
the tent of meeting to make offerings (cf. 12:4). The dietary laws come immediately af-
ter Aaron’s two sons died when improperly approaching the tent of meeting, and God
explains that he gives them on account of bringing them into his presence (11:45).
On the other hand, the purpose of the purity laws in the second section have to do with
Israel living with God as their God, rather than following the practices of the other nations
(eg. 18:1-5, 20:22-26). The perspective here is not from a people looking to approach God,
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but rather a nation whom God has already made his own, and who he is calling to live
appropriately in his presence. The mentions of Egypt (18:3, 19:36) differ from the mention
back in the dietary laws in that the ones here are less interested in the process of bringing
Israel to God – which, in the dietary laws, is connected to the idea of approaching God
– and more in the fact that living with God means that they must disavow the practices
of the nations in which they once lived.
The second feature that motivates the distinction between laws of approach and laws of
life is the permanence of the uncleanness discussed in each. In the laws of approach there
is always the possibility of unclean people becoming clean again later. Sometimes the
person is simply cleansed by waiting, and other times they must complete the cleansing
with an offering, but every case of these laws makes provision for the unclean becoming
clean.
The laws of life make no such provision, since there is no talk of someone being unclean
according to these laws becoming clean again later. Rather, becoming unclean according
to these laws results in being cut off from the people (eg. 18:29), or the death penalty
(eg. 20:12). This difference between temporary and permanent consequences makes sense
given the difference in focus of the two sets of laws. What value is there in temporary
uncleanness laws if not to specify the times in which a person should hold off approaching
the tent of meeting? And when the focus changes to the life the people already have with
God, then the question is no longer about holding off their approach to him, but about
how they might become disqualified from this status.
So, both from the explicitly mentioned purposes and the difference in permanence of
uncleanness, we can see that the laws of approach (11-15) concern themselves with how
to properly approach God in the tent of meeting, while the laws of life (18-20) concern
themselves with how people in God’s nation are to live in contrast to other nations.
Before moving on, however, we must say a few words about the passages in chapter 19
that seem to be closer to laws of approach than to laws of life. In particular, there is
a passage about sacrificing peace offerings (19:5-8), another about not mixing different
breeds of cattle, seeds, or cloth (19:19), and another involving a sin offering (19:20-22).
In explaining these we must realize that even though there is a broad distinction between
the two types of laws, both were still given to Israel as part of the same Levitical system,
and so we shouldn’t be too surprised that some of the laws are framed in the language
of the others. Nevertheless, while each of these particular examples uses ideas from the
laws of approach, their purpose is firmly in line with the other laws of life. The two
passages about offerings are less concerned with when a person may or may not approach
the tent of meeting, and more concerned with how people are to live in a community that
has such a tent of meeting. And the law about the different breeds of cattle, the seeds,
and cloth should be understood as symbolizing the distinction Israel are to make between
themselves and the other nations in their life with God.
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Approaching God through Christ

The distinction between the two kinds of purity laws leads us naturally to the significance
of Christ’s work. A big question for the early church was whether the Gentile Christians
were expected to follow the laws of Moses. After all, Jesus was the Jewish Messiah, so it
was natural to think that the Jewish Christians would continue to deal with God as they
had been up until then, and that the Gentile Christians would have to start dealing with
him in this way too. This is how Peter thought, at least in part, when he was confronted
with the idea of eating animals that the laws of Moses deemed unclean:

And he became hungry and wanted something to eat, but while they were
preparing it, he fell into a trance and saw the heavens opened and something
like a great sheet descending, being let down by its four corners upon the
earth. In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air. And
there came a voice to him: “Rise, Peter; kill and eat.” But Peter said, “By
no means, Lord; for I have never eaten anything that is common or unclean.”
And the voice came to him again a second time, “What God has made clean,
do not call common.” This happened three times, and the thing was taken up
at once to heaven. (Acts 10:10-16)

In the passages that follow, Peter understands that these words meant more than just
the end of the dietary laws, but also the end of the division between the Jews and the
Gentiles. When some Gentiles believe, the Holy Spirit comes upon them before they can
follow any of the laws of Moses, indicating that these are not the means by which the
people of God are meant to approach him any more. We see this come up later again,
during the council of Jerusalem:

But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Un-
less you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be
saved.” And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate
with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go
up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question. So, be-
ing sent on their way by the church, they passed through both Phoenicia and
Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great
joy to all the brothers. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed
by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God
had done with them. But some believers who belonged to the party of the
Pharisees rose up and said, “It is necessary to circumcise them and to order
them to keep the law of Moses.”

The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider this matter.
And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them,
“Brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you,
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that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe.
And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, by giving them the Holy
Spirit just as he did to us, and he made no distinction between us and them,
having cleansed their hearts by faith. Now, therefore, why are you putting
God to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our
fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we believe that we will be saved
through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” (Acts 15:1-11)

Peter understands that if the Gentiles were given the Holy Spirit merely by believing,
then the old way of approaching God must have ended with Christ’s work on the cross.
No longer do God’s people need to approach him in the tent of meeting only when in a
clean state. Instead, Jesus has permanently cleansed them from the inside, and has made
it possible for God to dwell inside his people. The holy space is no longer an external
place, but is the very people of God. In doing this, it is clear that Christ fulfilled the laws
of approach.
But what about the laws of life? Certainly Christ did not stop us from living with God
– quite the opposite! So, while the laws of approach were brought to an end with the
work of Christ, the laws of life still remain. This is the same conclusion James drew at
the council of Jerusalem, which we can see by continuing where we left off:

And all the assembly fell silent, and they listened to Barnabas and Paul as
they related what signs and wonders God had done through them among the
Gentiles. After they finished speaking, James replied, “Brothers, listen to me.
Simeon has related how God first visited the Gentiles, to take from them a
people for his name. And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as it
is written,

‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that has fallen; I
will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it, that the remnant of mankind may
seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name, says the Lord,
who makes these things known from of old.’

Therefore my judgement is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles
who turn to God, but should write to them to abstain from the things polluted
by idols, and from sexual immorality, and from what has been strangled, and
from blood. For from ancient generations Moses has had in every city those
who proclaim him, for he is read every Sabbath in the synagogues.” (Acts
15:12-21)

Notice how after saying that the Gentiles should not be troubled about following the law
of Moses, he proceeds to encourage them to “abstain from the things polluted by idols,
and from sexual immorality,” which is a good summary of the laws of life covered in
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Leviticus 18-20. He also encourages them to abstain from “what has been strangled, and
from blood.” The significance of strangling is that the blood of the animal is still in the
corpse, so both of these have to do with eating the blood of an animal. He includes this
because it was the law given to Noah for all humanity long before the law of Moses was
given to the Israelites (Gen 9:4).
His comment at the end – that the law of Moses is proclaimed in the synagogues – has to
do with his sending the letter only to the Gentiles. They are the ones who need to hear
about what to abstain from, since the Jews already have these regulations encoded in the
law of Moses.
In the end, then, once we understand the distinction between the laws of approach and the
laws of life as well as the context of the Levitical purity laws, we can see how Christ’s work
changes things. Because Christ made it possible for God to dwell in us by the Holy Spirit,
we no longer need to approach him at the tent of meeting, and so the laws of approach
no longer apply. And because this access to God is not limited by the borders of Israel,
we no longer need to think about life with him in terms of distinguishing ourselves from
other nations, and so those aspects of the laws of life no longer apply either. Nevertheless,
the essence of the laws of life continue to apply to us today, as we live with God more
closely than ever before.



4 The solution of atonement

Now that we have looked at the four categories of the Levitical system — holy, common,
clean, and unclean — we can more fully appreciate the problem that the system was
introduced to solve, namely the incompatibility of God’s holiness with human uncleanness.
Not only this, but we are in the position to begin looking at how the system was designed
to address this problem. This brings us to the central couplet of the first part of the book,
which we have been drawing closer to over the past two studies. We began with the priest
couplet of (B) and (B’), then looked at the purity laws in (C) and (C’), and now we turn
to (D) and (D’), which deal with the topic of atonement.

Translating particular words

In the day of atonement there are a number of words which are difficult to translate, or
which are differently rendered depending on the translation you’re using. Because this
might cause some confusion, we’re going to go through these before continuing.
Fittingly, one of these is the word for atonement itself, which is the Hebrew word kippur.
The disagreement here is over what this Hebrew word is meant to literally convey. It
could refer to covering or hiding something; it could refer to wiping or rubbing something
off; or it could be related to ransom, or to satisfaction. These are very different possible
meanings, but we mention them more for the sake of putting this question to one side.
Here we are less interested in the standalone meaning of the Hebrew word, and more in
how the thing it signifies fits into the overall system of which it is a part. We will have
reason to return to these possibilities later, once we’ve clarified its role in the Levitical
system.
The next word is variously translated as “mercy seat” (ESV, CSB, YLT), “atonement
cover” (NIV), or “atonement lid” (NET). The underlying Hebrew word, kapporet, refers
to the lid of the ark of the covenant, over which God appears in a cloud on the day of
atonement (cf. 16:2). Whichever translation you prefer, the point is that it is the place
where God mercifully appears to accept atonement for his people, which is also the lid of
the ark of the covenant. In this study we will follow the ESV, and call it the mercy seat.
This leads us to the next few words, which have to do with the layout of the tent of
meeting. Outside the entrance of the tent of meeting is the bronze altar (cf. 1:5), which

30



31

is also referred to as the altar of burnt offering (cf. 4:7), even though it is used for all the
offerings. The tent of meeting itself was broken down into two chambers, one accessible
from the entrance and the other hidden behind a veil or curtain. In the first chamber
were the golden table for the bread of presence (cf. 24:6), the golden lampstand (cf. 24:4),
and the golden altar of incense (cf. 4:7), and in the second chamber was the ark of the
covenant. In Leviticus, the first chamber is not given a separate name and is just referred
to as the “tent of meeting” in contrast to the second chamber, which is called the “holy
place” (ESV). Later, however, the second chamber would come to be called the “most
holy place” or the “holy of holies”, leaving the name “holy place” for the first chamber.
To avoid confusion, we will use the latter terminology, referring to the first chamber as
the “holy place” and the second chamber as the “most holy place.”

Finally, there is the word used for the destination of the live goat which is sent out of
the camp (16:8-10, 26). The Hebrew word is azazel, the meaning of which is uncertain.
Traditionally it has been used to reference the live goat as the “goat that departs” or
the “scapegoat,” but it could also refer to a place in the wilderness, or a demon of some
kind. Perhaps this last one is the most likely meaning, where Azazel is the name of the
demon of the wilderness. It might be taken literally, as if the Israelites believed in such
a demon, or figuratively, as a way of characterizing the wilderness. Some commentators
have rejected this reading on account of the prohibition of offering to goat demons (17:7),
but in fact it is quite the opposite: the live goat has all the uncleanness of Israel on it,
and is therefore more akin to a rubbish heap than an appealing offering. We will therefore
proceed with the demon reading, although nothing we say will depend on this.
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Our approach

With these clarifications in hand, we move to the idea of atonement itself. In our previous
two studies we have looked at Leviticus more-or-less by itself, and then moved to how
Jesus fulfills it. However, when Christians hear the word “atonement” they cannot help
but think of it in terms of Christ’s work on the cross, which makes our previous approach
difficult in this case. Instead, we will proceed by comparing Levitical atonement and
Christian atonement as we go, paying careful attention both to how they are similar and
how they differ from one another. Contrary to what is often supposed, we shall see that
there is no simple parallel between the Levitical offerings and the death of Christ, even
though there is most certainly fulfillment.
For our New Testament reference, we will use two passages from Romans where Paul
clearly outlines the atoning work of Christ. The first appears after Paul has finished
arguing that everyone — both Jew and Gentile — is alienated from God because of their
sin. His Jewish readers would have been familiar with this charge against the Gentiles,
but would have insisted that they were right with God on account of their having the
law of Moses. However, Paul argues, merely having the law is irrelevant if one does not
also keep it, and in fact it is impossible to do this perfectly. Rather than solve sin, then,
the law was meant to highlight it. After defended his claim that everyone is alienated
from God because of their sin, Paul goes on to introduce the solution that Christ made
possible:

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law,
although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it — the righteousness
of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no
distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,
whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith.
This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he
had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present
time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in
Jesus. (Rom 3:21-26)

Following this, Paul goes on to defend the validity and universality of this solution
(3:27–4:24). In the next big section of the book (ch. 5–8) he defends the important
corollary of this solution, namely that if we have been justified now, then we can can be
confident that we will be saved from God’s wrath on the day of judgment. In discussing
this, he also gives another helpful summary of the solution:

For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.
For one will scarcely die for a righteous person — though perhaps for a good
person one would dare even to die — but God shows his love for us in that
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while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we have now
been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the
wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the
death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved
by his life. More than that, we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus
Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation. (Rom 5:6-11)

These, then, are the two passages we will use for comparison from the New Testament. Of
course, there are other passages we could use, but these are two of the clearest statements
of the Christian understanding of atonement.

Objects of atonement

A question that immediately arises for each kind of atonement is what sorts of things are
atoned for by them. With Christian atonement, Christ died for us who were enemies of
God because of our sin. With Levitical atonement things are slightly more complicated,
and before we can give an answer we must first look at the ceremony of the day of
atonement.
The day of atonement is presented in response to the deaths of Aaron’s two sons, who
had been killed back in chapter 10 because they had approached God improperly (16:1–2,
cf. 10:1–3). Comparing what they did with what happens on the day of atonement, it’s
possible that they had not simply attempted to offer something improperly to God, but
had tried to approach the mercy seat in the most holy place! Regardless of what exactly
they did, it is clear that they had attempted to approach God improperly, and paid for
it with their lives. In order to avoid this happening to anyone else, God provides the
ceremony of the day of atonement as a way for the high priest to approach him on the
mercy seat without dying.
In preparation, the high priest must acquire animals for burnt offerings and sin offerings.
While the burnt offerings are important, the focus of the ceremony are the two sin offerings,
as we can see for a number of reasons. First, they take up much more space in the passage
(16:6–22) than the burnt offerings (16:24). Second, the burnt offerings are grouped with
the other actions that “wrap up” the events of the ceremony, such as taking off the linen
clothes, and the washing of the person who took the live goat out of the camp. Third,
when summarizing the day, the main atonement of the day is said to be made by the
priest while wearing the holy linen garments (16:32), which are taken off before the burnt
offerings are given (16:23–24).
The required animals are: a bull as a sin offering for the priests, two goats as a sin offering
for the people, and two rams as burnt offerings for the priests and the people respectively.
The bull is offered up as a normal sin offering for the priesthood. Of the two goats, one is
chosen to be kept alive, while the other is offered up as a normal sin offering for the people
of Israel. And notice: both the bull and the goat are offered up to make atonement for
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places. The priest sprinkles the blood of the bull on the mercy seat to make atonement
for the most holy place, and repeats this with the blood of the goat (16:12–15). He also
does this for the things in the holy place (16:16), after which he takes the blood from both
offerings and atones for the altar outside the tent of meeting (16:18–19). Thus, in the
summary of the day as a whole, three out of the five things atoned for are places rather
than people (16:33).
From this we see that there is an important ambiguity in the phrase “atones for X.” It
can be read with X as the object of the atonement – as “atones X” – in which case X is
the thing being atoned. This is the way we typically tend to read it. However, it can also
be read with X as the reason for the need for the atonement – as “atones on X’s behalf” –
in which case the atonement is needed because of some uncleanness introduced by X. We
see these two senses at play with the sin offerings on the day of atonement. The offerings
are said to make atonement for the priests and the people (cf. 16:11, 17), but when this
atonement is actually described we see the places being atoned because of the uncleanness
of the priests and the people (cf. 16:16). Thus, the places are the objects of the atonement,
while the priests and the people are the reasons.
This is not to say the people are never the object of atonement. Since the live goat is sent
away after the places are atoned (16:20), and since it also brings atonement (16:10), it is
likely that the people are the objects of this special atonement. The people, here, likely
include the priests as well, since later it is said that both the priests and the people are
atoned (16:33).1 A confirmation of this interpretation of the atonements is that the places
are said to be atoned because of the uncleannesses and sins of the people of Israel (16:16),
while the live goat takes on the iniquities of the sins of the people of Israel (16:22). In
addition to the live goat, people are also likely the object of the atonement brought by
the burnt offerings, which we’ll have more to say about in the next study.
The need for atonement for the places adds to our understanding of how holiness and
uncleanness relate to one another. The three places are the holiest areas in the nation
of Israel, since they are where God dwells and the place at which people can access him.
Why, then, do they need to be cleansed? It is not because they are unclean, for bringing
an unclean thing into contact with a holy thing defiles and profanes it, and there is nothing
suggesting that this has happened. Rather, it must be because these super-holy things
are in the proximity of the uncleanness of Israel (16:16). Simply bringing something so
holy near an unclean thing is enough to put it in a state that is less than ideal, which
warrants cleansing of some kind.
Because Levitical atonement applies to people and places while Christian atonement ap-
plies only to people, it follows that the uncleanness in view for each system must be
different. We saw in our previous study that the Levitical laws include an extra layer
of symbolic uncleanness, the purpose of which was to make sin – which is itself invisible
– something visible and tangible for the Israelites. This seems to come through in the
way that uncleanness is dealt with by atonement as well, which in turn means that the

1Perhaps this is why the high priest must put both hands over the head of the live goat (16:21) rather
than the usual one (cf. 4:4, 24, 29, 33), one hand for the priests and the other hand for the congregation.
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treatment of sin in the Levitical system is at the symbolic level. After all, places don’t
actually become sinful when they come near people who have sinned, and sin is not ac-
tually removed by placing it on a goat and sending it away. Nevertheless, both of these
ways of thinking about uncleanness are similar to how we think of regular dirt and waste,
and so are helpful symbols of the removal of sin. Thus, in Leviticus uncleanness should
be thought of as a symbolic state, which people can enter into by sinning, but also by
breaking any of the symbolic purity laws. And ultimately, the Levitical offerings only
deal with the symbolic state that points to sin, rather than sin itself. Thus, we find a
number of reminders in the Old Testament that a contrite and obedient heart is more
important than the offering that represents it symbolically (1 Sam 15:22, Ps 40:6-8, Ps
51:17, Prov 21:3, cf. Heb 10:11ff). By contrast, the uncleanness that Christ addresses is of
sin itself, which enables God to dwell within his people rather than merely amidst them.

Mechanisms of atonement

Christian atonement is achieved through the single mechanism of Christ’s death, but in
Leviticus we see multiple mechanisms mentioned, depending on which kind of atonement
we’re considering. At first glance, chapter 17 might appear to give a single mechanism
for Levitical atonement, namely offerings made at the altar (17:1–7) which atone through
the blood (17:11). This is certainly true of sin (and guilt) offerings, but not of the live
goat on the day of atonement or of burnt offerings. The live goat brings atonement by
leaving the camp with the sins of the people on it (16:10, 20–22), and the burnt offerings
make no more use of the blood of the animal than the peace offerings, which don’t bring
atonement at all (1:1-17, cf. 3:2). So, the discussion about blood in chapter 17 is not
meant to give a condition for when an offering brings atonement, but rather restricts the
use of blood and gives an explanation of how blood brings atonement when it is used.
And since all offerings have the condition that they must be made at the altar, that is
insufficient to be the condition for whether an offering brings atonement or not.
Despite first appearances, then, there is no single mechanism given for Levitical atone-
ment. Sometimes atonement is through the blood of an animal (sin and guilt offerings),
sometimes it doesn’t even require the death of the animal (the live goat), and other times
it is in between, requiring just the offering of an animal (burnt offerings). Here we will
discuss the sin offering, the live goat, and the burnt offering. In our next study we will
see that the guilt offering should be understood in the same terms as the sin offering.
The question to ask now is why there are three mechanisms in Leviticus. In particular,
why are the sin and burnt offerings needed if the live goat takes away the sins of the
people by itself? There is a clue in that on the day of atonement the sin offerings atone
the places from the uncleannesses (or impurities) of the people, while the live goat takes
on the iniquities of the people. The uncleannesses of the people could be said to be like
“stains” or “nasty smells” left behind from their sins, while the iniquities are the sins
themselves. Even after the live goat takes away the iniquities, there is still the matter of
the stains or lingering smells left behind. The sin offerings deal with this for the places,
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which leaves the burnt offerings to deal with this for the people. This, then, is how the
three mechanisms of atonement fit together. On reflection, it is unsurprising that there are
multiple mechanisms, given that there are multiple kinds of things that need to be atoned:
people from impurities, places from uncleannesses, and people from uncleannesses.
We’ve said that Levitical atonement is symbolic in nature, and we see the symbolism in
each of the three Levitical mechanisms bear out our interpretation of them. The live goat
is the most obvious of the three: it removes the sins of the people by physically taking
them out of their presence.
The symbolism of the sin offering can be understood from what chapter 17 has to say
about blood. We see there that the point of the sin offering is not the death of the animal,
but the life encoded in its blood; the death is an incidental byproduct of getting at the
life in the blood. Further confirmation of this comes from the fact that the places are
atoned upon the sprinkling of the blood of the animal rather than its death (16:15–16).
This focus on life fits well with our earlier studies on holiness and cleanness, where we saw
that holiness centers around the author of life and cleanness has to do with living one’s
life to the full. The blood of the animal may be likened to a “new coat of life” that covers
the uncleanness below or, if we prefer to think of atonement in terms of wiping away, it
may be likened to a “detergent” that is used to wipe away the dirt of uncleanness. Both
of these are appropriate ways to clean places, which is what we’ve said the sin offering is
for.
That leaves the burnt offering, which we’ve said is for the uncleanness remaining on
people. Since it’s to do with people, it is natural to think of this uncleanness in terms of a
damaged relationship between God and the offerer. In typical human relationships, when
someone repents after hurting a friend, this can be accompanied by a token of apology.
This token — which could be an item, act of service, or even a solemn promise — is an
outward expression of the sincerity of the apology. Furthermore, a good token of apology
is one which the hurt friend will recognize and appreciate. Burnt offerings play a similar
role in the relationship between God and the offerer: the offerer offers the whole animal
as a token of their contrite heart toward God, and God recognizes and appreciates the
pleasing aroma it produces (1:9, 13, 17, cf. Gen 8:20–22). Grain and peace offerings also
produce a pleasing aroma for God (2:2, 9, 12; 3:5, 16), but in those cases the offering is
shared with the priest or the offerer. The point of the burnt offering is that the whole
animal is given to God, as a token (or symbol) of the offerer’s desire to be right with God.
Now, the fact that Levitical atonement has three different mechanisms — in contrast to
the single mechanism of Christian atonement — should make us wary of drawing any
simple or direct parallel between the two. A clear commonality between the two systems
is the motif of blood: the blood of the animal and the blood of Christ. However, even
with this we must be careful, since with Christ his blood does not signify his life (as it
does with the sin offerings), but his death. Consider, for instance, the Romans passage
from earlier, where Paul says that “… God shows his love for us in that while we were
still sinners, Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood,
much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God.” Notice how Christ’s blood
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and death are spoken about interchangeably.
By now, it should not be surprising that there is no direct parallel between the mechanisms
of the two systems, since we’ve already seen that there are differences in (1) the objects
of atonement and (2) the uncleanness that is dealt with. Any attempt to draw a direct
parallel between Christ and an animal offering in Leviticus is sure to over-simplify and
misrepresent the emphases of both systems. It is better to think of Christ as a fulfilling
the system as a whole, doing more than it could and in an improved way.
Before we continue, we must say something about another direct parallel that is often
instinctively drawn between Levitical atonement and Christian atonement, namely the
idea of penal substitution. Turning to Leviticus specifically, this view says that the offerings
achieve atonement through the animal taking on the punishment of the offerer (penal)
in their place (substitution). This interpretation of Leviticus is typically defended in two
ways. First, commentators point to the practice of laying hands on the animal to be
offered (1:4, 4:4, 16:21), which – it is claimed – signifies an identification with the animal,
thereby making it a kind of substitute for the offerer. Second, some have pointed out that
the live goat undergoes the same punishment that sinners would have had to undergo,
namely being cut off from the people of God (16:22).
But neither of these are as clear cut as they might first appear. For one, the laying on
of hands is done in cases that cannot possibly involve substitutionary atonement. It is
done for peace offerings (3:2), which do not bring atonement at all, and in the blasphemy
narrative the witnesses of the blasphemy lay their hands on the blasphemer before he is
executed (24:14). In neither of these cases does the substitutionary interpretation make
any sense. A better way to understand the laying of hands, therefore, is as an outward
expression of the act of putting something (or someone) forward for a particular purpose.
The offerer is the one who puts forward the animal for the offering – whether it involves
atonement or not – while the witnesses are the ones who put forward the person as a
blasphemer. We see this with the live goat, too, which is put forward by the high priest
as the vessel to carry the sins of the people away from the camp (16:22). This has less to
do with the goat taking the place of the people, and more to do with removing sin from
God’s presence.
In addition to these problems with the defenses given, the penal substitutionary interpre-
tation doesn’t fit with our earlier realization that it is not the death of the animal that
brings atonement in the case of sin offerings, but the life encoded in its blood. As we said,
then, it is better to think of Christ as a fulfilling the system as a whole, doing more than
it could in an improved way.

Purposes of atonement

Having discussed the what and how, we now raise the question of why atonement is
needed. Paul is quite clear about the reason for Christian atonement in the above passages:
because of sin we are enemies of God, but through Christ’s death we are reconciled to
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him. Atonement is what makes it possible to transition from alienation to reconciliation,
and for God to live with us through the Holy Spirit.
Levitical atonement, however, is given to people who are already living with God. He
had already made them his people at Mount Sinai (Ex 19:1–5), identified himself with
them in the first commandment (Ex 20:2, cf. Lev 18:1–5), and taken up residence with
them (Ex 40:34–38) before Leviticus even began. Indeed, God’s living with his people is
presupposed by the day of atonement itself, since the tent of meeting needs to be atoned
precisely because it already dwells amidst the people of Israel (Lev 16:16b). Therefore,
Levitical atonement is not about reconciling God and his enemies, but about God living
with his people. Atonement was the way to deal with their uncleanness, to enable them
to continue living in his holy presence without being destroyed. We saw this earlier, when
we discussed how the day of atonement is framed as a response to the failure of the sons
of Aaron. The daily offerings dealt with the uncleanness of individual people, while the
day of atonement did this for the entire nation, cleansing them of sins that may have been
overlooked, and resetting the state of the tent of meeting and people for a new year with
their God.
So, there is a dramatic difference in purpose between Levitical and Christian atonement.
But there is also a deep continuity between them, which we can see as follows. Even
though God dwelt among his people in the Levitical system, he did so at arm’s length.
The people did not have direct access to the mercy seat on which God appeared, but could
only access it through the high priest, who himself had to be very careful to avoid death.
By now, we’ve seen why: Levitical atonement dealt with only the symbolic uncleanness
that represented sin rather than sin itself. Direct access to God would be an impossibility
until sin itself could be dealt with, which is exactly what Christian atonement is about. It
is this development of the solution that represents the continuity between the two systems
of atonement: Levitical atonement enabled God to live among his people, but Christian
atonement enabled God to live in his people.
In a way, God’s people in the Levitical system were also his enemies, since they were still
sinners. Out of immense patience, God chose to put their sin to one side knowing that one
day it would be properly dealt with in Christ. Before Christ came, people might rightly
have wondered how God can be just while ignoring the sin of his people. But when Christ
appeared, Paul explains, God was shown to be just in overlooking these “former sins”
because through Christ he would justify his people and thereby deal with their sin:

This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he
had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present
time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in
Jesus.

There is another interesting feature of that Romans passage, which is lost in some trans-
lations, but which is relevant to this study. When discussing our approach earlier, we
quoted from the ESV, which translates the Greek word hilastērion as propitiation, so that
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the relevant verse reads, “… [Christ Jesus,] whom God put forward as a propitiation by
his blood, to be received by faith” (Rom 3:25). Propitiation refers to the diversion of
God’s wrath from us to Christ, so that we no longer bear the punishment for our sin. But
while propitiation is certainly an implication of what Paul is talking about, it’s plausible
that hilastērion should be translated differently: the word appears one other time in the
New Testament, and there it clearly refers to the mercy seat on which God appears in
Leviticus (Heb 9:5).
If this is correct, then the point of the passage in Romans is that God put Christ forward
by his blood as the mercy seat accessible through faith. This is close to how the NET
translates it, and its connection with the day of atonement is unmissable. Rather than
accessing the mercy seat indirectly through the high priest sprinkling the blood of the
bull and goat, Christ has opened up a way for us to access the mercy seat simply through
faith. Faith has always been the way to be right with God, from Abraham through Israel
into the Christian era, but only since Christ does it grant us direct access to God, as
signified by direct access to the mercy seat.
So, then, though there is a difference in the purpose of Levitical and Christian atonement,
there is nonetheless a continuity in the fact that each system enables us to draw ever closer
to God as his people. Because of Christ every possible barrier is broken down, and we
are fully reconciled with God without fear that our sin will get in the way.



5 The meanings of the offerings

This is the last of our studies in the first part of Leviticus, where we turn our attention to
the offerings themselves – sections (A) and (A’) of our proposed structure. Even though
the book begins with these offerings, we have left them until now because it was necessary
to first understand the various ideas we have been discussing up until now, specifically
holiness, cleanness, and atonement. These ideas were clearer to the ancient Israelites than
they are for us today, and so for them the appropriate ordering of the material is different.
Our goal here is to understand each of the offerings covered in chapters 1-7 and 22 of
Leviticus. This requires understanding when and why it was used, and how it relates to
the other offerings. It should be noted that Leviticus does not directly answer most of
the questions we have, since the answers were obvious to its original audience. In order to
achieve our goal, therefore, we will sometimes have to make inferences based on examples
and implications in the text, sometimes even using other books to aid us.
Chapters 1-7 are roughly split into two big sections. The first section (1:1-6:7) covers the
offerings from the perspective of the offerer, while the second section (6:8-7:38) covers
them from the perspective of the priest who facilitates the offering. Sometimes a priest
would be an offerer and another priest would be the facilitator. In this study, we will use
the word “priest” to refer to the priest facilitating the offering, and the word “offerer” to
refer to the person bringing the offering, irrespective of whether they are a priest or not.

Burnt offerings

The burnt offering, or whole burnt offering, gets its name because the whole of the animal
is burnt as part of the offering. Three kinds of animals can be offered as burnt offerings,
depending on how wealthy the offerer is. For animals from the herd or flock, the skin
is given to the priest (7:8), who would use it for more functional things like clothing.
In the case of the bird, depending on the translation, either the crop of the bird is put
on the ash heap without needing to be burnt, or its tail feathers are removed. In other
offerings we see the same thing happen for the skin, entrails, and dung of the animal (eg.
4:11-12), and the difference in translation here would be a difference in which of these
things are being considered analogous for the bird: the crop with its content is analogous
to the entrails and dung, whereas the tail feathers are analogous to the skin of the bird.
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In either case, the point is that a distinction is made between those parts of the animal
which are considered truly part of the animal (flesh and blood) and those parts which are
considered superfluous or waste-related (dung, entrails, and skin). The first of these is
what is burnt on the altar for the burnt offering.
Because it is the first offering discussed in Leviticus, certain conventions or themes appear
in the burnt offering regulations (ch. 1) that will come up again later in the regulations
for the other offerings. For instance, the bronze altar outside the entrance of the tent of
meeting is sometimes referred to as the altar of the burnt offering despite being used for
all the offerings (cf. 3:5, 4:7). Also, whenever an animal is killed as part of an offering the
offerer is never allowed to take blood away with them. In the burnt and peace offerings
the blood is thrown on the sides of the altar (1:5, 3:2), and in sin and guilt offerings
the left over blood is poured at the base of the altar (4:7). The reason for keeping the
blood near the altar and away from the people is that it is designated for the purpose of
atonement and nothing else (17:10-16), and so the Israelites have no business taking it
with them after an offering.
Speaking of atonement, the burnt offering is one of the three offerings which make atone-
ment for the offerer, and the only one of these that pre-existed the tent of meeting –
Noah, for instance, offered a burnt offering after the flood (Gen 8:20-22). We saw in our
study on atonement that sin and guilt offerings are used to atone the holy places from
the uncleannesses of the people, while the burnt offerings are used to atone the offerers
themselves. This is unsurprising, since there were offerers to atone for long before there
were holy places to atone.

Grain and drink offerings

The grain offering is also sometimes called the gift offering, which is a more literal trans-
lation of the underlying Hebrew word. Unlike the burnt offering, the grain offering does
not make atonement. There are three kinds of grain offering, distinguished by the kind
of grain the offerer brings. When the offering is of fine flour the offerer must bring oil
and frankincense (2:1-3). When the offering is of baked grain they must mix it with oil
(2:4-10). And when it is an offering of firstfruits, it must be of roasted and crushed ears
from the harvest and must be brought with oil and frankincense (2:14-16).
Each offering must have no leaven or honey in it, and must be seasoned with salts (2:11-
13). We are not told exactly why these three restrictions apply, but we are given a hint
in that the salt is referred to as the “salt of the covenant with your God” (2:13). Salt is a
preservative, and is likely used as a symbol for the preservation of the covenant between
God and Israel. By seasoning their offerings with salt, the Israelites showed their desire
to preserve the gracious covenant that God had established between himself and them.
The leaven and the honey are likely symbols for the initial and ultimate places of God’s
relationship with Israel, respectively. Unleavened bread is a symbol of the exodus, when
God saved his people from slavery in Egypt so quickly that they could not wait for their
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bread to be leavened (Ex 12:33-39). We see unleavened bread used as a symbol for this in
other places as well, like in the Passover Feast (Ex 12:1-13) and the Feast of Unleavened
Bread (Ex 12:14-20, cf. 13:8). Offerings of firstfruits could be brought with leavened
bread, but could not be offered as gifts to God (Lev 2:12). Honey is a symbol of the land
which God had promised to give them, which was described as “flowing with milk and
honey” (cf. Ex 13:4-5). The promised land was where Israel and God would live together
permanently, and where Israel would enjoy the full blessings of the covenant (cf. Lev 26:3-
13). The Israelites were not to add honey to their offerings as a way of recognizing the
promised land as a gift from God to them rather than something they had acquired for
themselves by their own power. Later, Moses would explicitly warn Israel about thinking
like this after settling in the promised land:

Beware lest you say in your heart, “My power and the might of my hand have
gained me this wealth.” You shall remember YHWH your God, for it is he
who gives you power to get wealth, that he may confirm his covenant that he
swore to your fathers, as it is this day. (Deut 8:17-18)

Now, for each of the grain offerings, a handful of the grain was burned on the altar for God.
This was called the memorial portion, perhaps because it was an outward expression of
the offerer remembering the covenant with God. The rest of the grain offering was given
to the priesthood. When the grain offering was baked it was given just to the priest (7:9),
otherwise it was shared among all the priests evenly (7:10).
While it does not say so in chapter 2, the grain offering would be offered alongside burnt
or peace offerings, to augment them in some way (cf. Nu 15:1-10, 28:1-10). The same is
true of the drink offering, which is presumably not mentioned in Leviticus because it was
a fairly simple offering. Indeed, both offerings are spoken about as if they “belong” to the
offering they accompany. For instance, for the Feast of Weeks we read,

You shall count seven full weeks from the day after the Sabbath, from the day
that you brought the sheaf of the wave offering. You shall count fifty days to
the day after the seventh Sabbath. Then you shall present a grain offering of
new grain to YHWH. You shall bring from your dwelling places two loaves of
bread to be waved, made of two tenths of an ephah. They shall be of fine flour,
and they shall be baked with leaven, as firstfruits to YHWH. And you shall
present with the bread seven lambs a year old without blemish, and one bull
from the herd and two rams. They shall be a burnt offering to YHWH, with
their grain offering and their drink offerings, a food offering with a pleasing
aroma to YHWH. (Lev 23:15-18)

The burnt or peace offering, together with its grain and drink offering, can be thought
of as a complete meal offered to God, made up of meat, bread, and drink. Notice how
the above passage starts by mentioning only the grain offering when it says, “Then you
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shall present a grain offering of new grain to YHWH,” but then when it comes to actually
describing the offering, the burnt offerings are introduced so that the grain can be offered
as their grain offering. In other words, even though the grain offering is mentioned by
itself initially, it is understood that it will accompany a burnt offering.
When describing the offerings from the priest’s perspective, a special case of the grain
offering is discussed immediately after the discussion of the regular grain offering (6:19-
23). This offering is made by a new high priest on the day that he is anointed. It differs
from the regular grain offering in that the form and amount is specified (a tenth of a
ephah baked with oil on a griddle), and none of it is eaten. Like all grain offerings from
priests, the entire offering is burned (6:23), in this case half in the morning and half in
the evening (6:20).

Peace, wave, and ordination offerings

The peace offering is also called the fellowship offering because it represents peace or
fellowship between God and the offerer. It is the only offering referred to as a sacrifice
throughout Leviticus, presumably because it is not offered up for the purpose of atonement
(as the burnt, sin and guilt offerings) nor can be offered alongside such an offering (as
the grain and drink offerings might be). Three kinds of animal may be offered as peace
offerings: animals from the herd (3:1-5), sheep (3:6-11), or goats (3:12-17). Unlike the
burnt offering, the animals of the flock (sheep and goat) are treated separately here
because different procedures must be followed when extracting the fatty parts of the
animals. There are three kinds of peace offering, each given for a different reason (7:11-
18). Thanksgiving offerings are given to thank God for something (like an unexpectedly
good yield from crops), vow offerings are given when fulfilling a vow, and freewill offerings
were given as spontaneous gifts to God.
The fat of these animals was off limits, and only to be given to God in the form of offerings
(7:22-25). The fatty parts of the offered animal were burnt on the altar for God. The right
thigh was given to the priest (7:32), and the breast would be waved as a wave offering and
then given to the priesthood (7:31). In the case of a thankgiving peace offering the offerer
was also to bring a grain offering, part of which also went to the priest (7:11-14). After
God’s portion was burned and the priestly portions were given and waved, the remainder
of the offering was for the offerer to eat, presumably with others (7:15-18, cf. 19:5-8).
For thanksgiving peace offerings the offerer’s portion had to be eaten on the same day
as the offering (7:15), whereas for the freewill and vow offering it could also be eaten on
the following day (7:16). There were also slightly looser restrictions on the health of the
animal that could be offered for a freewill offering (22:23).
The peace offering was the only offering for which the offerer was allowed to eat any of
it, because all atonement would have already been done prior to this offering and so the
offerer would for the first time be fit to share in God’s offerings. We will see below that
the sin offering (which atoned the place) was done before the burnt offering (which atoned
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the offerer). The peace offering has to be offered on top of the burnt offering (3:5), which
presupposes that the burnt offering was done before it. Thus, by the time the offerer
offers their peace offering, both their contamination of the place and of themselves has
been atoned. Because the peace offering does not provide atonement, it is also less of a
requirement for each and every Israelite to offer it regularly. This explains why there is
less of a provision made for poorer people, like there is for the burnt and sin offerings by
allowing offerings of birds (and, as we’ll see, even grain in some cases).
The ordination offering, which is offered after a sin and burnt offering at the ordination
of new priests (Ex 29), can be seen as a special case of the peace offering. We see this
offering detailed in the book of Exodus (29:22-37) and it is done for Aaron and his sons
in chapter 8 of Leviticus (8:22-36). A ram is used, and its blood is put on the lobe of
the right ear of the priest to be ordained, as well as their right thumbs and right big toes
(8:22-23). Then the fat together with a grain offering is placed in the hand of the priest
of be ordained, and is waved as a wave offering before being burned on the altar as an
offering to God (8:25-28). Then the breast is waved as a wave offering for the priest who
facilitates the offering (8:29). The priest ordained is then to boil the remaining flesh of the
ram and eat it together with the rest of the grain offering in the tent of meeting, burning
what is left unfinished the next day (8:31-32, cf. Ex 29:34). For the next seven days, the
priest ordained is to stay at the tent of meeting and offer sin offerings to atone for the
altar (Lev 8:33-36, cf. Ex 29:35-37). Interestingly, even though the ordination offering is
not detailed along with the other offerings in the first seven chapters of Leviticus, it is
still in the list that summarizes them at the end of the section (7:37). Presumably this
anticipates the ordination offering that will be detailed in the next chapter as a special
case of offerings explicitly discussed in the preceding section.

Sin offerings

After dealing with the three offerings made by fire (“food offerings” in ESV, eg. 1:9, 2:2,
3:3), we now turn to the sin and guilt offerings. The sin offering is also called the purifi-
cation offering, since its role was to purify the places from the uncleanness of the offerer.
The regulations for the offering are broken down into two broad classes based on the way
the offerer became unclean. The first class (4:1-35) covers uncleanness brought about
by sinning against God’s commandments unintentionally (4:2). The underlying Hebrew
phrase (“to sin when straying”) is variously translated, but elsewhere it is contrasted
with sinning defiantly (or “with a raised hand,” Nu 15:27-31), and so the translation of
“unintentional” seems best. Those who intentionally (i.e. defiantly) sin are cut off from
the people rather than given the opportunity to offer a sin offering (Nu 15:30-31). The
second class of sin offering (5:1-13) covers actions which weren’t quite sins, but were either
close to sin or related to uncleanness in some other way. For instance, if someone doesn’t
respond to a public call for witnesses when they should, then they would fall under this
class. Also, if someone utters a rash oath or touches an unclean thing. We might refer to
this class as covering “sin adjacent” actions.
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The sin offerings for unintentional sins are organized by who committed the sin, starting
with the high priest (4:3-12), then the people of Israel as a whole (4:13-21), then a leader
(4:22-26), and finally the common person (4:27-35). When the high priest sins uninten-
tionally he is said to thereby bring guilt on all the people (4:3), since he is the mediator
between the people and God. He is to bring a bull from the herd and kill it (4:4). Before
burning anything on the altar, he is to sprinkle some of its blood on the veil between the
holy place and the most holy place (4:5-6), put blood on the horns of the golden altar in
the holy place, and then pour out the remaining blood at the base of the bronze altar
of the burnt offering (4:7). Then the fatty part of the animal are burned just like in the
peace offering (4:8-10), but unlike the peace offering no-one eats any of what is left –
instead, it is all taken outside the camp (4:11-12). When the whole people of Israel sin
unintentionally the same procedure is followed, except that now the elders of Israel lay
their hands on the head of the bull before it is killed rather than the high priest himself
(4:15).
Moving from more holy to more common, when a leader of the people sins unintentionally
he must bring a male goat rather than a bull (4:22-23). This time the blood is not sprinkled
on the veil, nor is it put on the horns of the golden altar. Rather, it is put on the horns of
the bronze altar of the burnt offering, and as before the remainder is poured at the base
of this altar (4:25). The fatty parts are burned as before, but in this case no command
is given to take everything else outside the camp. Presumably this means that the more
general sin offering regulations take effect, meaning that the priest may eat of the meat
that remains (6:24-26), and the rest is to be removed as with the peace offerings.
Finally, when a common person sins unintentionally, they may bring a female goat (4:28)
or lamb (4:32) to be offered. Again, the blood is not sprinkled on the veil or put on the
horns of the golden altar inside the holy place, but is put on the horns of the bronze altar of
the burnt offering and poured at the base of this altar. As before, the general sin offering
regulations will apply here. The structure of the regulations for this last offering are
slightly complicated by the fact that anyone who commits a sin adjacent action can bring
the same two animals, namely a female goat or lamb (5:6). The fact that no regulations
are given about how to offer the sin offering for a sin adjacent action suggests that we
are to understand it as the same as the regulations for the case mentioned here: of the
common person who sins unintentionally. Thus, when it goes on to say that two birds can
be offered if the offerer cannot afford a lamb (5:7) and that some grain can be offered if
the offerer cannot afford even the birds (5:11), it seems that we should understand these
as applying to everyone for the sin adjacent class, as well as the common person for the
unintentional sin class. Thus, just as with the burnt offering, accommodation is made for
the poorer people.
The common person and the leader cases are more in line with the regular sin offerings,
in that they allow the priest to eat the meat of the animal. The high priest and whole
people cases, by contrast, are to be understood as special cases, along with the day of
atonement (6:30). Generally the idea is that the priest is a more holy member who can
mediate the offering for the unclean offerer. This is why usually the priest is able to eat
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of the meat of the sin offering, which is considered most holy and which must be treated
with utmost care (6:27-29). However, in the three special cases we mentioned, the priest
is included within the uncleanness, and so is not in a position to be eating something that
is most holy.
Now, we have been saying that the sin offering is always done before the burnt offering.
There is no explicit statement of this, but we can infer it from various things said about
sin offerings. First, at important events where both offerings are made the sin offering is
done first, like at the ordination of the priesthood (8:14, 18) and the day of atonement
(16:11, 15, 24). Second, in the regulations for the sin offering, when the two birds are
brought, the first is used for a sin offering and the second is used for a burnt offering (5:8,
10). And third, in the cleansing procedure for the leper they are to offer all the offerings
aside from the peace offering, and it is specified that the sin offering must be done before
the burnt offering (14:19).
Regarding the ordering of the offerings, it is worth discussing a statement in chapter 4
that might at first seem to suggest that the sin offering is done after the other offerings by
fire (note, the ESV translation used here renders “offerings by fire” as “food offerings”):

And all its fat he shall remove as the fat of the lamb is removed from the
sacrifice of peace offerings, and the priest shall burn it on the altar, on top of
YHWH’s food offerings. (4:35)

Now, there are two options for interpreting this. First, it should be noted that the phrasing
is quite general. The peace offering regulations refer to “the burnt offering” (3:5), which
indicates a specific burnt offering that the offerer had already offered. Here, however, it
refers more generally to “YHWH’s food offerings,” rather than the specific burnt offering
brought by the offerer. This more general description, then, would include any of the
offerings by fire done previously, and is more concerned with specifying the place (the
altar of the burnt offering) than the preceding offerings. Second, it’s possible that for
sin offerings done with a corresponding burnt offering, this statement was specifying an
ordering as follows: (1) kill the sin offering, (2) sprinkle its blood if need be and put its
blood on the relevant altar, (3) kill and offer the burnt offering, (4) burn the fat of the
sin offering on top of the burnt offering. The focus of the sin offering (ie. the sprinkling
and placement of blood) is still done before the burnt offering, but the burning of the fat
is done afterwards. While at first this may sound like a contrived proposal, it is exactly
what happens on the day of atonement (16:11, 15, 24-25). However, because there are
cases that don’t involve this ordering, such as the ordination of the priesthood (8:14-21),
for this second interpretation we would have to read this statement as not being a general
prescription for every case, but perhaps as applying specifically to when a common person
brings both a sin and burnt offering. Of these two options, the first seems somewhat more
plausible, but we mention both for interest sake.
Besides the ordering, we have also been saying that the sin offering atones the places
rather than the people. Again, we infer this from how the sin offerings are used. First, we
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saw in our previous study that in the day of atonement it is clear that the sin offerings
are used to atone the places. Second, there is the use of the sin offering at the ordination
of the priesthood, which atones the altar (8:15). Third, the fact that the blood is put on
different altars indicates that it is the place being cleansed from the uncleanness of the
offerer. Only the priesthood was able to enter the tent of meeting, and thereby brings
uncleanness to things inside the holy place. Thus, when priests are included as offerers
(ie. the high priest case and the whole people case), then the places inside the tent of
meeting must be atoned. On the other hand, when the offerer is someone who can only
access the bronze altar of the burnt offering (ie. the leader and common people cases),
then only that altar needs to be atoned. Fourth, and more broadly, the fact that sin
offerings only begin being practiced once there are holy places to atone makes sense if
their purpose is to atone these holy places.
Regarding the atonement of places, the sin offering differs from the burnt and peace
offerings in terms of what is done with the remaining blood of the animal. In the offerings
by fire the blood is thrown on the sides of the altar (eg. 1:5, 2:2), whereas in the sin
offering it is poured out at the base of the altar (eg. 4:7). During the ordination of the
priesthood in chapter 8, this pouring is described as consecrating the altar (8:15), and we
see on the day of atonement that the altar needs to be consecrated after being cleansed
from the uncleanness of the people (16:19). It seems, then, that we should understand
each sin offering as first cleaning the altar (when putting the blood on the horns) and
second re-consecrating it for its holy purpose (when pouring the blood at the base).
This leads us to the last thing we need to consider before moving on, namely what it
means for the offerer to be forgiven through the sin offerings (4:20, 26, 31, 35, 5:10,
13). Now, we’ve already mentioned that the dealing of uncleanness and sin within the
Levitical system is symbolic, and this produces two options for what forgiveness might
involve: either it is also understood symbolically and it amounts to the cleansing of the
uncleanness of sin brought on the place by the offerer, or it is understood morally and
it amounts to the genuine forgiveness from God for the offerer bringing uncleanness near
the place in the first place. In either of these cases, the forgiveness is dealt with by the
atonement of the places, and it is difficult to say from the text which is better.

Guilt offerings

The guilt offering is perhaps better called the reparation or restitution offering, since it
often or always includes with it the act of paying back some debt with interest. The guilt
offering is very closely connected with the sin offering. They are grouped together when
spoken of (eg. 6:17, 14:13), the regulations state that there is one law for the both of
them (7:7), and both offerings result in atonement and forgiveness (cf. 5:16, 18, 6:7). This
is why, in the regulations, not much needs to be said about how the offering is performed,
but just about what causes the need for such an offering and what animal is to be brought
(5:15, 18, 6:6). Because of this connection with the sin offering, we can conclude that
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the guilt offering also atones the places, but does so for uncleanness incurred in different
ways.
There are at least two cases discussed in the guilt offering regulations. The first case
is whenever someone unintentionally sins in any of the holy things of God, which likely
includes primarily the breaking or abuse of a vow. The connection between vows and
money is made clear in chapter 27 of the book, which deals explicitly with vows and how
vowed things may be redeemed at a price according to the price of the sanctuary.
The second case involves the the misuse of things that have monetary value. The under-
lying Hebrew phrase in 4:4 literally says, “and becomes guilty,” which some translations
render as “and realizes their guilt” and others as “and is found guilty.” On the first transla-
tion, the person who commits these sins presumably did so unwittingly or unintentionally
and at some point realizes what they have done, while on the second translation, the focus
is more on them being found guilty in a court case of some kind. It is certainly difficult to
see how some of these actions listed (6:1-3) might be done unwittingly or unintentionally,
so perhaps the second translation has a better understanding of what is involved. Nev-
ertheless, there must still be some kind of repentant attitude present in the perpetrator,
since, as we saw when discussing the sin offering, defiant sin results in being cut off from
the people rather than the opportunity for an offering.
This brings us to the passage in the middle of these two cases (5:17-19). The wording
for this passage is somewhat unclear, and there are roughly five possibilities for how to
interpret it, which we will summarize briefly. First, it could be a continuation of the
first case, explaining that though the sin was unintentional it nevertheless incurred guilt
(esp. 5:19). While this is possible, nowhere else is the need for such an explanation.
Second, it could be the statement of the general principle that we see worked out in the
last case. This would explain why no mention of monetary compensation is mentioned,
since this is dealt with in the more specific statement later, but it is surprising that this
middle passage would still mention the need to bring a ram (or its equivalent) without
mentioning the compensation that should accompany it. Third, it could be a case where
the offerer is unsure whether they have committed a sin or not, and wishes to bring an
offering just in case they had. This would explain why they are not expected to bring
monetary compensation, since the victim to whom it would go is unknown. It would also
explain why it must be stated that the offerer does indeed incur guilt, to clarify that a
guilty conscience is sufficient for this. Fourth, is could be covering the case where someone
acts intentionally without knowing that it is a sin, in contrast to what we saw in the sin
offering where they unintentionally do something they know is a sin. The clarification
about guilt being incurred is to clarify that ignorance does not make us innocent, and
the lack of compensation makes sense since the sin here needn’t have anything to do with
money. Fifth, and finally, if we understand the last case to be about a repentant criminal
being found guilty, then this middle passage could be dealing with the case where the
offender sins unintentionally. This would be akin to the unintentional sin class of the sin
offerings. Ultimately, the terseness of the passage makes it difficult to decide between
these different views. The fact that the passage includes a specification of the animal to
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bring suggests that it is the second of three cases, but this still leaves three options for
what this second case is supposed to cover.
Since the guilt offering is so closely related to the sin offering, it is safe to assume that it
would also be done before the burnt offering. It is less clear what the ordering should be
between the guilt and sin offerings themselves, but in the cleansing of the leper the guilt
offering is done first (14:17-19).

The ordering of the offerings

Having looked at each of the offerings in detail, we can summarize their order and pur-
poses. When applicable, the guilt and sin offering are done first, and they atone for the
places that the offerer has brought their uncleanness near, as well as re-consecrate the
altar. It is as if the offerer must first wipe down the counter on which he will put his
later offerings. Next, the offerer must atone themselves, which is done with the burnt
offering together with an optional grain and drink offering. Finally, they may offer a
peace offering together with an optional grain and drink offering, which they may eat of
due to all the atonement that was achieved beforehand.

We might refer to this as the practical ordering of the offerings, since it is the ordering
that must be observed in the practice of performing the offerings. But we may also ask
why the orderings were covered in the orders that they were in the text of Leviticus, which
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we will call the textual orderings. We speak of orders (plural) rather than order (singular)
because the order differs between the offerings described from the offerer’s perspective
(1:1-6:7) and the offerings described from the priest’s perspective (6:8-7:38).
For the offerer, the offerings are textually ordered first by how central the animal or grain
is to the performance of the offering itself. So, the offerings by fire (burnt, grain, peace)
come before the other offerings (sin, guilt) because the latter offerings focus more on the
sprinkling and placement of blood than on the actual burning of the animal brought by
the offerer. The first three are then textually ordered according to their practical ordering,
the burnt offering being first, which is augmented by the grain offering, and on top of
which is placed the peace offering. The sin and guilt offering appear in the text in the
order that they do because the guilt offering adds the monetary compensation on top of
the regulations that are common to both of them.
For the priest, the offerings are textually ordered by the strictness of the regulations
around eating the priestly portion. Thus the burnt offering is first because they do not
eat any of the offering, and are given only the skin. Next are offerings for which the
priestly portion is most holy (6:17) and therefore needs to be handled with extra care
(6:16-18, 25-29, 7:1-7): the grain offering, the sin offering, and the guilt offering. Within
this group, the grain offering naturally comes first since it is most closely related to the
burnt offering, while the sin and guilt offerings are textually ordered as they were for the
offerer earlier. Even though the priestly version of the grain offering is not eaten by the
priests, it is included after the grain offering because it is a special case of it. This leaves
the peace offering, which has the loosest regulations around eating, since the priestly
portion is not considered most holy.

Offerings after Christ

The offerings were part of the Levitical system’s method for approaching God at the tent
of meeting, which we’ve already said was fulfilled by Christ when he made it possible for
God to indwell us through his Holy Spirit. However, if there were any one offering that
could be seen as foreshadowing Christ on its own, it would not be one of the Levitical
offerings, but the Passover Lamb (Mark 14:12-25, cf. 1 Cor 5:7). We should not try to
find any specific Levitical offering that foreshadows Christ, but recognize that he fulfills
the entire system insofar as it enabled people to live with God who dwelt in the tent of
meeting. Now that God indwells us the practice of bringing offerings to him at the tent
of meeting no longer make sense.
The offerings were never about just the physical things being offered. Even before Christ
came this was understood by the people of Israel. For instance, when rebuking Saul,
Samuel explains that obedience to God is more important than the offerings:

Has YHWH as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the
voice of YHWH? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to listen than
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the fat of rams. (1 Sam 15:22)

After all, the outward expression of the offerings is meant to be symbol of the inward
orientation of the heart. Without the latter, the former are useless (cf. Ps 40:6-8, 51:17,
Prov 21:3). Thus, in the book of Isaiah, God complains against his people who had
continued to bring offerings after they had lost their concern for justice:

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says YHWH; I have had
enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not
delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats… Bring no more vain
offerings; incense is an abomination to me… When you spread out your hands,
I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not
listen; your hands are full of blood. Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to
do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead
the widow’s cause. (Is 1:11, 12, 15-17)

Since the offerings were about more than death of the animal, it is unsurprising that in
the New Testament letters the language of offerings is used in a variety of ways. First,
Christ is described as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God (Eph 5:2) as well as the
ultimate sacrifice for sins (Heb 5-10). Second, we bring offerings and sacrifices by our
obedience and worship as God’s people. Paul says that we are to offer up our bodies as
living sacrifices, holy and acceptable to God, as our spiritual worship (Rom 12:1). Peter
encourages us to “offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet
2:5), which in context refers to our maturing as God’s people. And the author of Hebrews
speaks of our sacrifices as praises and good works:

Through [Jesus] then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God,
that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. Do not neglect to do good
and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God. (Heb
13:15-16)

Third, Paul refers to the gifts from the Philippian church as a fragrant offering and
sacrifice (Phil 4:18). And fourth, Paul refers to himself as a drink offering in reference
to his imminent death (2 Tim 4:6), poured on the sacrificial offering of the faith of the
Philippians (Phil 2:17).
So, the language of offering and sacrifice remains in the New Testament, not simply as a
limited expression of Christ’s death, but as a general framework for speaking about our
lives with and for God.



6 The life of dedication

In the past four studies we have covered the first part of Leviticus, which spans chapters
1-22 of the book. We have unpacked the fundamental problem at the heart of the Levitical
system, namely the incompatibility of God’s holiness and human uncleanness, and have
seen how atonement is the key to addressing this incompatibility. Using this we were able
to make sense of the offerings, both individually and together. Altogether, the first part of
the book showed us how a holy God could live with his unclean people without destroying
them in the process. But, then, what more is there for Leviticus to explain? What could
the final five chapters possibly have to add to the solution of the first twenty-two?
Our study of this second part of Leviticus will begin with an explanation of how it relates
to the first. Then we will discuss the idea of Sabbath, which comes up throughout the
second part. Then we will turn to each of the sections themselves, and see how they work
together to fulfill the role of the second part within the book of Leviticus as a whole.

More on the varieties of holiness

In our earlier discussion on the varieties of holiness, we said that the process of holiness
has two parts: something enters a holy state through a once-off state change, and from
then on continues in that holy state by living or functioning in accordance with it. Now,
to understand how the second part of Leviticus relates to the first, we need to introduce
more detail to this picture. Some forms of holiness can be adequately described in two
parts, while other forms require three parts to be properly described. We will call these
two classes of holiness bipartite and tripartite respectively.
With tripartite holiness we distinguish between how something enters a holy state, how
it maintains that holy state, and how it fulfills that holy state. The priest is an example
of tripartite holiness: he enters his holy state by being consecrated, maintains his state
by following the priestly purity laws (21:1-22:16), and fulfills this state by facilitating
offerings for the people of Israel (21:6) and by teaching them God’s statutes (10:11). If
the priest only maintained his purity without making offerings or teaching, then he would
technically still have his holy status, but only in the thinnest possible sense. In order to
live out his holy state to the fullest, he needs to also facilitate offerings and teach the
people.
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With bipartite holiness we make no distinction between maintaining the holy state and
fulfilling it, since both occur by the same act. This is why, in this case, we can speak
simply of continuing in the holy state. The Nazirite is an example of this kind of holiness:
the person enters the holy state by taking the special Nazirite vow, and continues in their
holy state by avoiding produce of the vine and dead bodies. They need do nothing more
to fulfill their holy status over and above maintaining it like this.
Now, we may ask, what kind of holiness does the nation of Israel have? It’s fitting that
they would be analogous to the priest in this regard, since God called them a kingdom
of priests when he first appeared to them (Ex 19:6). The book of Exodus ended with
them entering their holy state when God took up residence among them in the tent of
meeting. It’s natural, then, that the book of Leviticus would tell about the other two
parts, which is exactly what it does: the first part of Leviticus tells Israel how to maintain
God’s presence among them in spite of their uncleanness, and the second part of Leviticus
tells them how to live a fulfilling life with their God. This, then, is how the two parts of
Leviticus relate to one another, and it tells us what to expect from the second part of the
book.

The essence and varieties of Sabbath

Key to understanding the second part is the idea of Sabbath, which comes up throughout
the individual sections. Before now, there have been three Sabbaths mentioned in the
Pentateuch: the seventh day of the creation week (Gen 2:1-3, cf. Ex 20:11), the day of
the week on which the Israelites should not fetch manna (Ex 16:22-26), and the Sabbath
commandment (Ex 20:8-11, 31:12-17).
At the heart of the Sabbath is the work-then-rest pattern, and we can distinguish between
two kinds of Sabbath that follow this pattern. Real Sabbaths are significant historical
events which follow this pattern, like when God created everything (work) and then took
his place as supreme governor over his creation (rest). Symbolic Sabbaths, by contrast,
teach Israel about God by reminding them of important real Sabbaths, like when they
cease their everyday work (work) to dedicate the seventh day of each week to God (rest).
Generally speaking, symbolic Sabbaths are cyclic so that they can be continual reminders
for Israel, while real Sabbaths are once-off events in the past. We see this in the two
examples mentioned: the work-then-rest pattern of creation occurred only once since
creation only happened once, while the work-then-rest cycle of the Sabbath commandment
happens every week as a constant reminder for Israel.
While every Sabbath follows a work-then-rest pattern, the nature of the work varies
between different Sabbaths. For the creation week the work was God’s creative activity,
for the daily manna the work involved going to fetch the manna, and for the weekly
Sabbath the work was anything the Israelites did as part of their everyday work. For each
Sabbath, the rest involves ceasing from the particular kind of work in view, though this
is not the only thing it involves. With real Sabbaths, the work usually involves striving
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for a state of some kind and the rest is the enjoyment of this state once it is achieved.
Once the desired state is achieved the striving will naturally end, but the enjoyment is
more than this inactivity. When God rested from creating, for instance, he ceased from
his creative work, but also took up governance over the things he had created. We see
something similar with the rest Moses says that God will give Israel in the land:

You shall not do according to all that we are doing here today, everyone doing
whatever is right in his own eyes, for you have not yet come to the rest and to
the inheritance that YHWH your God is giving you. But when you go over
the Jordan and live in the land that YHWH your God is giving you to inherit,
and when he gives you rest from all your enemies, so that you live in safety,
then to the place that YHWH your God will choose, to make his name dwell
there, there you shall bring all that I command you… (Deut 12:8-11)

Here we see Moses describing another real Sabbath, where the work is Israel’s wandering
through the wilderness and their conquest of Canaan. Notice how the rest both involves
the cessation of combat (“rest from all your enemies”) and the enjoyment of peace in the
land (“so that you live in safety”). This realization that rest is more than mere inactivity
helps us understand the following statement of God to Moses:

You are to speak to the people of Israel and say, “Above all you shall keep my
Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations,
that you may know that I, YHWH, sanctify you.” (Ex 31:13)

God sanctifies Israel, here, by coming to dwell among them in the tent of meeting, the
details of which had just been described in the preceding chapters. This is another
real Sabbath, where the work is God bringing Israel out of Egypt together with the
construction of the tent of meeting, and the rest is God dwelling among his people in this
tent of meeting. If we only thought of rest in terms of inactivity, it would make little
sense to think of Israel’s sanctification as rest. But once we understand it as enjoyment,
it’s immediately recognized as the result of God’s work to rescue his people.
With symbolic Sabbaths, rest is also more than mere inactivity. The whole point of these
Sabbaths is to point Israel to some real Sabbath, so that they remember it and reflect
on it. Symbolic Sabbaths are often described as being to YHWH or to God, which shows
that they are about more than Israel merely ceasing their work.

Ceremonies and vows to God

Now, the theme of things being to God appears throughout the second part of Leviticus.
Indeed, the way Israel are to fulfill their holy status as God’s nation is to dedicate their
lives to him as their God. This is most explicitly seen in the outer two sections, (A)
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and (A’) in our proposed structure for this part of the book, which cover Israel’s annual
ceremonies and the special vows they could make to God respectively.
All the ceremonies listed in (A) point Israel to God as their provider and savior. The
section begins with the Sabbath commandment (23:3), which acts like a heading for
the rest of the section. While not all ceremonies are explicitly called Sabbaths, the
repeated emphasis on Israel ceasing from ordinary work shows that they are intended as
symbolic Sabbaths that point to the acts of God. We’ve already seen that the Sabbath
commandment itself is a sign to Israel that God is the one who sanctifies them.
After the Sabbath commandment come two other festivals that were also introduced in
Exodus, and which happen in the first month of the year: the Passover (23:4-5) and the
Feast of Unleavened bread (23:6-8). Both are done in remembrance of God’s salvation of
Israel from slavery in Egypt by the Exodus (Ex 12:1-20, 13:3-10). The particular focus of
these festivals is that God saved Israel quickly and with a mighty hand (Ex 13:8-10). The
Exodus is the defining act of God’s relationship with Israel, and so we will see it come
up throughout the ceremonies. These two ceremonies likely occur in the first month as
a way of signifying that Israel came into existence as the nation of God through this act
(cf. Ex 12:1-2).
The next two ceremonies are the Feast of Firstfruits (23:9-14) and the Feast of Weeks
(23:15-22). Their purpose is likely to signify that the land and its produce come from
God (Lev 23:10). The Feast of the Firstfruits reminds Israel that they depend on God
for the initial provision of food at the beginning of the agricultural year, while the Feast
of Weeks (which happens seven weeks later) reminds them that they depend on God for
the continued provision of food as well. There are not different gods for different times
of the year, but one creator who graciously gives everything the land produces. These
ceremonies do not happen on a specific day of the year, but are celebrated in accordance
with when the first harvest happens.
Next are the three ceremonies of the seventh month: the Feast of Trumpets (23:23-25), the
Day of Atonement (23:26-32), and the Feast of Booths (23:33-43). The Feast of Trumpets
gets its name from the loud blasts made on the first day of the month (23:24). We are told
that these loud blasts are made to proclaim a memorial, but we are not told what they
are supposed to be a memorial of. Since the only time we’ve seen loud trumpet blasts
before now was when God first visited Israel on Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:16-20), it’s likely
that this is the event that the Feast of Trumpets is to remind Israel about. This would
fit nicely with the other two ceremonies that happen in the seventh month: the Day of
Atonement enables Israel to continue living with God by dealing with their uncleanness,
and the Feast of Booths reminds them about how God made them live in booths when
he brought them out of Egypt (23:41) just as he lived among them in a booth (the tent
of meeting).
So much for the ceremonies, next we turn to the vows discussed in (A’). These regulations
cover the special dedications that Israelites may make to God, how they are valued, and
under what conditions they may be redeemed. Redemption, here, involves “buying back”
something that had been vowed to God. Some commentators have suggested that God’s
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concern here was for those people who might promise to pay more than was necessary in
order to soften the shame felt by having to prematurely buy back something that they’d
previously vowed to God. To prevent these people from making rash oaths that they could
not make good on, God fixed the method of evaluation, sometimes specifying exactly how
something was to be evaluated (eg. 27:3), and other times leaving it up to the discretion
of the priest (eg. 27:8). Notice that only some things could be redeemed: Clean animals
(27:9-10) and tithed animals (27:32-33) could not be redeemed, and neither could things
that had been “devoted” (ESV, 27:21, 28-29). The word here is different from the other
word found throughout the section – which is translated “dedicated” in the ESV – and
likely indicates permanent dedication rather than temporary or redeemable dedication.
The section as a whole is divided into roughly two sub-sections. First are special dedica-
tions which can be done freely by an Israelite whenever they wish, which include persons
(27:1-8), animals (27:9-10), houses (27:14-15), possessed land (27:16-21), and bought land
(27:22-25). Second are dedications that are either regulated, or for which there is never
any redemption, which are the firstborn animals (27:26-27), devoted things (27:28-29),
and tithes (27:30-33). The common theme among all the dedications is that they are to
God, just like the ceremonies from (A). It is on account of this that dedicated things are
called holy, since dedication is simply one way we can set things apart for God.
Persons dedicated to God would likely have served the Levites in the tent of meeting,
although there could certainly be exceptions to this rule. We see such an exception in
Samuel, whom Hannah devoted (1 Sam 1:11, 21-28), but who was used as a judge and
prophet of Israel. The different valuations for dedicated persons might be due to how
many things they could do in service to the Levites, and need not be attributed to a lower
view of the intrinsic value of non-males. Indeed, we see this in the fact that though the
valuation for older people was less (27:7), they were nevertheless to be honored in fear of
God (19:32).

Covenant of freedom

Next we turn to chapters 25 and 26, which together form section (B’) in our proposed
structure for this part of the book. That these should be grouped together is clear from
the introduction (25:1) and conclusion (25:46) that surround them, telling us that they
are intended as a single set of statutes and laws given by God on Mount Sinai. The section
itself can be broken down into four subsections: the Sabbath year (25:1-7), the Jubilee
year (25:8-22), regulations about land and slavery (25:23-55), and the consequences of
covenant loyalty or disloyalty (26:1-46). We’ll see a bit later why we don’t further divide
these into smaller subsections.
While the ceremonies covered in (A) happen within a single year, the Sabbath year hap-
pens once every seven years. On this Sabbath, the land rests from the work the Israelites
do on it to produce crops (25:4-5). This doesn’t mean that the land stops producing
food or that the Israelites may not eat of it, however, but simply that they may only
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eat the natural produce of the land during this year (as well as the produce stored up
from previous years, cf. 25:20-22). While the Sabbath year happens every seven years,
the Jubilee year happens once every seven Sabbath years. On the Day of Atonement of
this year, liberty is proclaimed throughout Israel (25:10), with all land and people being
set free from being owned by others: each person’s inherited land is returned to them and
each slave is set free to return home. Both of these years, then, have freedom as their
rest: freedom for the land from being worked by others in the Sabbath year, and freedom
from foreign ownership for the land and people in the Jubilee year.
Following the regulations of these two special years are commands about the land (25:23-
34) and Israelite slaves (25:35-55). In each case God commands his people to respect
or seek redemption, and the repeated motivation for this is that the land and Israelites
ultimately belong to him. Because God is the true owner of the land, the Israelites are
merely sojourners with him (25:23), and are not in the position to reject the redemption of
their land (25:24). And because the Israelites are most truly the slaves of God (25:42, 55),
they are not to take each other as slaves (25:35-46) and they are to seek the redemption of
those taken as slaves by foreigners (25:47-55). The redemption of land and slaves here is
the redemption of the Jubilee year, so just as the Jubilee is about freedom so too are these
commands. Indeed, these commands can be seen as God’s emphasis of the importance of
the Jubilee, lest the Israelites be tempted to ignore or avoid it.
Now, while the freedoms of the Sabbath and Jubilee years are good in themselves, they
also point to the freedom at the heart of Israel’s relationship with God. They are symbolic
Sabbaths which point to the real Sabbath of God’s great act of salvation, where he freed
them from slavery in Egypt so that they could live with him and thrive in the land he was
about to give them. Previously they had belonged to another nation who worked them
hard, but as God’s people this burden is lifted:

I will make my dwelling among you, and my soul shall not abhor you. And I
will walk among you and will be your God, and you shall be my people. I am
YHWH your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that you should
not be their slaves. And I have broken the bars of your yoke and made you
walk erect. (26:11-13)

So long as Israel remained faithful to God he would continue to bless them and give them
this rest of freedom, in accordance with the covenant he had made with their forefathers
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (26:1-13). If they rejected this covenant, however, then they
would lose out on the covenant blessings (26:14-39). Indeed, we see that each of the
blessings has a corresponding curse. With God, they would receive rains in their season
and trees would yield their fruit for Israel to reap (26:4-5), but rejecting God would result
in the skies and land not producing anything (26:18-20). With God, they would have no
fear of wild beasts (26:6), but rejecting him would result in these beasts coming after them
(26:21-22). With God, they would have victory over their enemies and not be defeated
(26:6-8), but rejecting him would result in loss and retreat (26:23-26). With God, they
would be fruitful and multiply throughout the land, thrive off its resources, and he would
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be pleased with them (26:9-13), but rejecting him would result in him abhorring them and
leaving them to perish in foreign lands to the point where they would turn on themselves
for food (26:27-33).
No matter what, the land would have its Sabbaths. If Israel were faithful then they would
keep the Sabbath years, and if they were not then the land would have rest while it lay
desolate (26:34-39). Ultimately, however, if Israel returned to God, then he would forgive
them and accept them once again, out of his faithfulness to his covenant with Abraham
(26:40-45). We see in this that God will never turn his back on this covenant of freedom he
had made with Abraham, even if for a time his people cannot benefit from it on account
of their rejection of him.
So, then, the Sabbath and Jubilee years point Israel to the freedom they were given by
God when he brought them out of Egypt to enjoy, as their rest, a life with him in the
promised land. And they would continue in this rest so long as they were loyal to the
God with whom they dwelt, recognizing that both the land and they themselves belong
to him, and that he is the ultimate source of this freedom in the first place.

Framework of the covenant

This leaves us with chapter 24, which is (B) in our proposed structure for this part of the
book. As we mentioned in the introduction, there is little agreement among commentators
on how this chapter is supposed to fit into the rest of the book. In our proposed structure
we have paired it with chapters 25 and 26, and in order to see why we must first look at
what it covers.
We can break the chapter into four subsections: the lamp stand (24:1-4), the bread (24:5-
9), the narrative about blasphemy against God’s name (24:10-16), and the principle of
justice (24:17-23). The lamp stand was to be kept burning every day before God, and
every seven days the bread was to be offered to God, as a symbol of the covenant (24:8).
The blasphemy narrative is the second of two narratives in the entire book, the first being
the death Aaron’s two sons we saw in our first study. We see in God’s judgment an
expression of the extremely high view that Israel is to have of him, indicated by the fact
that the death penalty is given as punishment for blaspheming his name. And this in
turn leads to the statement of the principle of justice, about which we can say two things.
First, it is clear that the same principle of proportionate punishment should apply re-
gardless of whether the perpetrator is a native Israelite or a foreigner. This relates to the
blasphemy narrative in that the blasphemer was half-Egyptian and half-Israelite (24:10).
It’s possible that this is the very thing that caused them to wait for guidance rather than
act immediately (24:12), since it was not clear to them how they should treat foreigners.
Second, it is likely that the principle was given as a way of curbing the unduly severe
punishments that people might be tempted to apply, especially in the case where the
victim is of high status. The principle acts as a leveler, where no-one can be unjustly
punished for a little crime, and no-one can be unjustly let free because of their status.
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We turn now to the question of how chapter 24 relates to chapters 25 and 26, and therefore
why we labeled these (B) and (B’) respectively. To begin, notice that there is a striking
parallel between the first two subsections of the two sections: In each case we see something
being done regularly (the lamp stand every day, and the Sabbath year every seven years)
and then a second thing being done every seven iterations of the first (the bread every
seven days, the Jubilee every seven Sabbath years). Having noticed this, we can see these
parallels continue, with the next subsections of each dealing with respecting things that
belong to God: his name in (B) and his land and people in (B’). And the final subsections
in each section deal with a principle of response: Israel’s response to each other with
the principle of justice in (B), and God’s response to Israel based on their loyalty to the
covenant in (B’).
So, the author has organized chapter 24 as a parallel to the Sinai statutes in chapters
25 and 26. Why do such a thing? We can’t know for sure, but perhaps it was to give a
smaller and more familiar framework for understanding the Sinai statutes, which are at
a bigger scale than the other statutes both in terms of how much space they take up and
in terms of the scale of time and space they cover. It’s easier to think about things we
must do daily or weekly than it is to think about things we must do every seven years
or once in our lifetime; it’s easier to think about a name belonging to God than it is to
think about the whole land or all the people belonging to him; and interactions between
fellow Israelites (which play out over days and weeks) would be much more familiar than
interactions between God and his people (which play out over generations). Chapter
24, then, acts as a “rubric” to help the Israelites think about the grand scheme of their
relationship with God. It’s ironic that today this chapter is so mysterious to us, given
that it was originally intended to as a tool for clarifying things.

Living a fulfilled life with God and Christ

Altogether, then, the ceremonies and regulations in the second part of Leviticus are
designed to continually remind Israel about their God: that he is the savior who brought
them out of slavery in Egypt, that he is the creator who provides for them, and that he
has chosen to live among them. They do not own the land or each other, but both belong
to God; he cares for their freedom and expects Israel to imitate this care in themselves.
God is not just another person living among them, but the supreme creator and powerful
redeemer to whom they owe everything, and to whom they are to dedicate their lives.
They do this by their regular ceremonies, by showing respect for the things belonging
to God, by caring for the redemption of land and people, by their special vows to God,
and ultimately by their loyalty to his gracious covenant with them that safeguards their
freedom and prosperity. This, then, is how Israel were to fulfill their life with the God
who had taken up residence among them.
How does Christ’s work affect all of this? We have already seen that Christ removed the
need for us to approach God in a tent of meeting (or temple) outside of ourselves, because
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he made it possible for God to indwell us by his Holy Spirit. We have also seen that
this means that life with God is no longer bound by the borders of Israel but is directly
accessible to all, through faith. Now, because the various ceremonies and regulations
covered here are tied up with the nation of Israel and the tent of meeting, it follows that
they would have been fulfilled by Christ together with the laws of approach and offerings
we discussed earlier. So, because God’s people are no longer confined to a single nation,
we are not expected to celebrate the national ceremonies of Israel. And because God’s
people no longer approach him at the tent of meeting in Israel, we are not expected to
follow regulations built around this form of approach. Something similar can be said for
tithing practices, the Sabbath and Jubilee year regulations, and the contents of chapter
24.
The fulfillment of these things might give the false impression that a fulfilled life looks
radically different after Christ’s work. Rather, while the way the life is expressed might
change slightly, the overall structure of the fulfilled life remains largely intact. This should
not come as a surprise, for God dwells among us more richly than before. We will briefly
go through five such examples.
First, just as the Israelites were to recognize God as the true owner of them and the land,
so we too are to recognize that we belong to God and not ourselves. Paul makes this point
in two ways in the following passage to the Corinthians:

“All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are
lawful for me,” but I will not be enslaved by anything. “Food is meant for the
stomach and the stomach for food” – and God will destroy both one and the
other. The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and
the Lord for the body. And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by
his power. Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall
I then take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute?
Never! Or do you not know that he who is joined to a prostitute becomes one
body with her? For, as it is written, “The two will become one flesh.” But
he who is joined to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. Flee from sexual
immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the
sexually immoral person sins against his own body. Or do you not know that
your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from
God? You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God
in your body. (1 Cor 6:12-20)

For one, we are not ourselves because we are now all together part of Christ’s body, unified
by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. For another, we were bought at a price, which is to
say our freedom from sin came at the price of Christ’s life. The implication here is that
we belong to God, just as the Israelites did. And just as he saved them from slavery in
Egypt, so he has saved us from slavery to sin and death. Because of these things we are
to glorify God, which is to say that we are to dedicate our lives to him who saved us. This
all sounds very much like what we saw in the second part of Leviticus.
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Second, just as the Israelites had ceremonies to remind them about God’s great redemp-
tion of them, so too do we have a ceremony to remind us about God’s great redemption
of us: communion, instituted by Christ at the last supper (cf. Matt 26:26-29).
Third, just as God brought rest to his people, so too did Christ describe himself as bringing
rest:

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take
my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and
you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.
(Matt 11:28-30)

The themes of rest and an easy yoke should remind us of God’s words in the second part
of Leviticus, when he describes the blessings he had in store for Israel:

I will walk among you and will be your God, and you shall be my people. I
am YHWH your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that you
should not be their slaves. And I have broken the bars of your yoke and made
you walk erect. (Lev 26:12-13)

This leads us to our fourth and fifth examples, which are closely connected. Fourth,
there are the Sabbaths, which are more complicated in their development. The symbolic
Sabbaths were part of the national practices of Israel, and were tied up with real Sabbaths
unique to Israel, so these particular Sabbaths were fulfilled by Christ. This is why Paul can
say that no-one is to be judged for not celebrating them (Col 2:16-17). On the other hand,
real Sabbaths continued beyond the events of the Pentateuch, with even Christ’s work
ushering in new ones. Israel did not hold on to the Sabbath rest in the land, for they failed
to be loyal to God’s covenant with them and he followed through on his promises to exile
them to foreign lands. Then, instead of overthrowing these foreign powers to re-establish
Israel as his special nation, God made himself accessible through faith to everyone, as
we’ve already seen. And it was because of Christ’s work that he was able to fulfill his
promises to Abraham in this way. Despite this new accessibility, we find ourselves in a
situation much like the Israelites at the time of Leviticus: we have God’s presence with
us (then in the tent of meeting, now through the Holy Spirit) and are waiting for our final
home where we will live with God perfectly (then in the promised land and temple, now
in the new creation with ourselves being renewed). So, then, because of Christ’s work we
find ourselves in the ultimate work-then-rest pattern, as we wait patiently for this new
creation where we will be with God and each other perfectly.
And the implication of this is the same for us as it was for the Israelites, which is our
fifth and final example. Just as the Israelites were called to be loyal to God’s covenant
with them in order to enter God’s promised rest for them (Lev 26:3-13), so too are we to
be loyal to his covenant, that we may enter the promised rest for us. This implication is
explicitly drawn by the author of Hebrews:
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So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God… Let us therefore
strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobe-
dience. For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged
sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow,
and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And no creature is
hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to
whom we must give account. (Heb 4:9, 11-13)

Our loyalty can be thought of as the work of the real Sabbath we find ourselves in, as we
look forward to the ultimate Sabbath rest of the new creation. The same could have been
said of Israel in their situation, as well.
So, while Christ fulfills Israel’s life of dedication, the outline of that life remains for his
people today. Our identity as God’s people is still founded on his great redemption of us
from slavery, we still belong to him, we still have ceremonies that remind us about him,
he still lightens our yoke, we are still looking forward to a Sabbath rest with him, and
we are still expected to remain loyal to his covenant with us. These elements have been
filled out to their ultimate form, and we eagerly await their culmination on the last day.



7 Appendix

In the course of writing the five studies on Leviticus, topics or sidebars arose which would
have distracted from the focus of a particular study, but which I thought were worth
including somewhere. The more interesting of these I have collected under headings here,
with no particular order in mind.

Re-integrating the leper

Amidst the laws of approach, chapters 13 and 14 concern themselves with leprosy, with
14:1-20 detailing how people are to be cleansed after their leprosy has left. Because the
leper had to be outside of the camp while they had the disease (13:45-46), the process of
cleansing them is more complicated than we see in the other purity laws. This process is
made up of three stages.
The first stage occurs outside the camp, where the priest must go out to the leper who
is to be cleansed and help them to offer two birds (14:1-8a). It’s difficult to miss the
parallels between this offering and the sin offerings at the center of the day of atonement:
two animals are used, one of which is killed and one which is let free, and the blood of
the killed animal is sprinkled by the priest on that which is to be cleansed. These strong
parallels suggest that we are to understand the offering as a “mini day of atonement”
performed specially for the ex-leper, rather than for the entire nation of Israel. Once the
offering is given, the ex-leper washes and shaves himself much like we see elsewhere in the
laws of approach.
After the first stage is complete the ex-leper can re-enter the camp, but is not yet allowed
to sleep in their tent or approach the tent of meeting (14:8b-9). We aren’t told the latter
of these explicitly, but since the ex-leper will only approach the tent of meeting in stage
three, it seems that we are to understand it in this way. This second stage takes seven
full days before it is complete, when once again the ex-leper must wash and shave.
The third and final stage begins on the eighth day, when the ex-leper approaches the
tent of meeting in order to make all the necessary offerings; namely a guilt offering, a sin
offering, and a burnt together with its grain offering (14:10-20). The first three offerings
bring atonement in different ways, and we’ve said that the grain offering augments the
burnt offering.
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Together these three stages reintegrate the ex-leper into the nation of Israel. Each stage
brings with it the ability to draw closer to God in the tent of meeting, and they amount to
“resetting” the slate for the ex-leper so that they can now function as a normal member of
Israelite society. In the first stage they make up for the days of atonement they may have
missed, in the second stage they are effectively “reborn” into the community by waiting
the same amount of days a new born boy would have to wait before becoming circumcised
(12:3), and in the third stage they restart their practice of bringing the various offerings
of atonement to God.

Fire and smoke

When God first appears to Moses in the burning bush, it is described as follows:

Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of
Midian, and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness and came to
Horeb, the mountain of God. And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in
a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush. He looked, and behold, the bush
was burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses said, “I will turn aside to
see this great sight, why the bush is not burned.” When the Lord saw that he
turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And
he said, “Here I am.” Then he said, “Do not come near; take your sandals off
your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” And he
said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at
God. (Ex 3:1–6)

A number of important themes are touched on in this brief scene. There is the close
connection between God and holiness, seen in the fact that the ground is made holy by
being near his special presence in the bush. There is the incompatibility of uncleanness
with holiness, seen in the fact that Moses needs to remove his sandals before approaching
the bush. 1 We have discussed both of these themes in our previous studies, but there
are two other themes that are worth saying something brief about.
First, there is the surprising feature that drew Moses’s attention, namely that “the bush
was burning, yet it was not consumed.” Fire is also used to represent God’s presence
or actions later, as when he leads Israel in the wilderness (Ex 13:22, 14:24), when he
appears to Israel at Sinai (Ex 19:18), when he accepts Aaron’s first offering as high priest
(Lev 9:24), and when he killed Aaron’s two sons for their improper offering (Lev 10:1–2).
But what draws Moses’s attention in this scene is not merely that there is fire, but that
in spite of the bush being near the fire it is not destroyed. We can see this surprising

1We need not read into this any more than the fact that a shepherd’s sandals are literally unclean
from the mud and faeces that they need to walk in while tending their flock.
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feature of the burning bush as a pre-figure to the surprising feature of a holy God living
among an unclean people without destroying them. The purpose of the Levitical system
was to make abundantly obvious the reality and problem of uncleanness among people
as a result of their sin, and the lengths needed to enable God to continue living among
his people. The tension here is perhaps most clearly felt in the day of atonement. This
tension notwithstanding, it is incredible that the holy God would be able to live among
his unclean people without destroying them, and Moses’s surprise at the burning bush is
a small picture for the response we should have at what God was able to do for Israel,
and even more so in its fulfillment in Christ!
Second, when Moses realizes who is talking to him from the burning bush, he hides his face
for fear of looking directly at God. This theme of diverting direct contact with God comes
up repeatedly in what follows. When God appears to Israel on the mountain the people
stand far off and ask Moses to talk to God for them (Ex 20:18–21), and they are even
afraid to look upon the face of Moses when it is shining as a result of his talking with God
(Ex 34:29–35). The people are right to fear coming into close contact with God (cf. Ex
19:12–13), for as we’ve seen, God’s holiness cannot co-exist with human uncleanness
without destroying it. Now, when we come to the day of atonement in Leviticus, this
concern about close contact with God is very much present in the preparations the high
priest must make in order to enter the most holy place without dying:

He shall kill the bull as a sin offering for himself. And he shall take a censer
full of coals of fire from the altar before YHWH, and two handfuls of sweet
incense beaten small, and he shall bring it inside the veil and put the incense
on the fire before YHWH, that the cloud of the incense may cover the mercy
seat that is over the testimony, so that he does not die. And he shall take
some of the blood of the bull and sprinkle it with his finger on the front of the
mercy seat on the east side, and in front of the mercy seat he shall sprinkle
some of the blood with his finger seven times. (Lev 16:11–14)

The preparation is not just about what is done before the high priest enters the most
holy place, but also about what he must do in order to safely be there without dying.
The impression one gets is that, through the use of smoke and fragrant incense, he is
preventing himself from looking directly upon YHWH (who is sitting on the cover of the
mercy seat) and is masking the stench of his uncleanness from YHWH. Only with this
smokescreen in place can he safely approach the mercy seat to cleanse it. It is possible
that this is why the smoke was there on the mountain when God first appeared to Israel
(Ex 19:18), and in Isaiah’s famous vision of God’s throne room, it is noteworthy that
there is smoke there too:

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high
and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him stood the
seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he
covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said:
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“Holy, holy, holy is YHWH of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” And
the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and
the house was filled with smoke. And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I
am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips;
for my eyes have seen the King, YHWH of hosts!” (Is 6:1–5)

Notice that even the seraphim cover their faces from looking at God. We can sympathize
with Isaiah, then, when he falls into despair for being brought to look at God himself.
So, in addition to the themes that we discussed in our studies, the burning bush scene
touches on other important themes we see in Leviticus: the astonishing fact that the holy
God could live among unclean people without destroying them, and the provisions that
need to be made to enable the high priest to come near the mercy seat without dying.

Chiastic structures in Leviticus

In the course of our studies we’ve seen that the book of Leviticus is divided into two parts,
each of which is structured as a chiasm. There is another big chiasm, in the laws of life,
which spans chapters 18–20.2

A. (18) Follow YHWH your God rather than the other nations.
B. (19:1-18) Keep YHWH’s statutes by living a life of love.
B’. (19:19-37) Keep YHWH’s statutes by living a life different from the nations.

A’. (20) Be holy to YHWH your God who has separated you from the other nations.
Now, a noteworthy feature of these three chiasms is that the pair of passages that make
up the center couplet can be sub-divided into sub-sections which parallel each other. We
already saw this for the chiasm that makes up the second part of Leviticus, in our study
on the life of dedication. There we saw that chapter 24 parallels chapters 25–26 as follows:

1. Something done regularly: the lamp stand (24:1–4), and the Sabbath year (25:1–7)
2. Something done every Sabbath: the bread of the presence every weekly Sabbath

(24:5–9), and the Jubilee year every Sabbath of Sabbath years (25:8–22)
3. Respect for things belonging to God: his name (24:10–16), and his land and servants

(25:23–55)
4. Principle of response: between Israelites (24:17–23), and between God and Israel

(26:1–46).

Our goal here is to outline these parallels in the other two big chiasms.
At the center of the first part of the book are chapters 16 and 17, which each only have
two sub-sections. The first sub-section in each passage deals with the place of appropriate

2In fact, each of chapters 18 and 20 are also chiasms, so that in the laws of life we have a chiasm of
chiasms! We leave it to interested readers to go and work them out.
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offerings, namely before YHWH at the tent of meeting. Chapter 16 begins as a reaction
to the deaths of Aarons two sons, who had approached YHWH incorrectly in the tent of
meeting (10:1–3), and proceeds to explain that the priests must approach carefully and
bring with them the animals that will be offered to YHWH. There, in front of YHWH
(16:7), they decide which of the goats will be sent out to the demon Azazel with the
uncleannesses of the people on it. In this way the first sub-section of chapter 16 models
for us the proper way of approaching God with offerings. The parallel sub-section in
chapter 17 emphasizes that this is the only appropriate way to make offerings, and that
offerings cannot be made anywhere other than before God at the tent of meeting, lest the
people be tempted to offer to goat demons.
The second sub-section in each passage deals with the usage of blood for atonement. In
chapter 16, we are shown in detail how the high priest is meant to use the blood of the
sin offerings to atone the holy places, a fact which is highlighted again in the summary
of the event (16:27). Recall also that the atonement of the holy places is the focus of the
day of atonement. The parallel sub-section in chapter 17 emphasizes that this is the only
appropriate way for blood to be used, and that any other usage will result in uncleanness
or being cut off from the people depending on the context. Thus, we can summarize these
parallels as follows:

1. Place of atonement: approaching YHWH carefully at the tent of meeting (16:1–10),
restriction from making offering anywhere else to other gods (17:1–9).

2. The use of blood: used to bring atonement (16:11–34), restriction from using it for
anything other than atonement (17:10–16).

Finally, we turn to the chiasm in the laws of life in chapters 18–20. Chapter 19 is divided
in two (19:1–18 and 19:19–37), and these two halves are the two passages at the middle
of the chiasm. Each passage is sub-divided into four sub-sections. The first sub-section of
each passage acts as kind of heading, giving the principle that will be applied throughout
that passage: 19:1–4 puts the emphasis on living holy lives in response to God’s making
Israel holy, and 19:19 puts the emphasis on making important distinctions.3 We will see
each of these themes come up in the remainder of each of the passages.
The second pair of sub-sections involve the use of offerings at the temple. 19:5–8 describes
the proper way to make peace offerings to YHWH so that they are pleasing to him.
19:20–22 describes a situation in which a distinction must be made from the usual response
to the sin being described, and this alternative response involves the sinner going to the
temple to make a guilt offering.
The third pair of sub-sections both deal with how land is to be used. 19:9–10 explains
that Israel are not to use their land selfishly, but rather for the sake of those less able to

3We mentioned in our study on the purity laws that the laws of life are sometimes framed in terms
of the distinctions introduced in the laws of approach, since ultimately both sets of laws were given as
a part of the same Levitical system. The distinctions of different kinds of cattle, seed, and cloth are
representative of the distinctions the Israelites were meant to draw between cleanness and uncleanness,
and between the way they are to live with YHWH and the way the other nations live (cf. 20:22–26).
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take care of themselves, like the poor and the sojourner who does not have their own land.
19:23–25 explains that Israel are to distinguish between the land and plants that are for
normal usage from the land and plants that are forbidden on account of being specially
dedicated to YHWH.
The final — and largest — pair of sub-sections in each passage explain that God’s people
are to be people who love God and those around them, regardless of whether those people
are native or foreign. 19:11–18 outlines a positive picture of this, where Israel are to
seek truth and impartial justice out of fear for God and love for neighbor. 19:26–37
outlines how this life must be distinct from the other nations, picking examples where
their customs go contrary to the life of love God desires for his people. The activities
forbidden in 19:26–31 were practiced by Israel’s neighbors and were improper forms of
worship either because of their close association with foreign deities or because they went
contrary to God’s design for humans. Thus, in the midst of forbidding these activities,
God reiterates the importance of keeping his Sabbaths and revering his sanctuary, both
of which are appropriate forms of worship. The behaviors forbidden in 19:32–37 are likely
common behaviors that were found in Israel’s neighbors that went contrary to God’s ideal
of love. These verses end with a reminder that God brought Israel away from Egypt to
himself, with the implication being that they are to leave the practices of these neighboring
nations behind (Egypt being a representative example) and cling to God’s law.
So, we can summarize the parallels of these two passages as follows:

1. Headings: respect for YHWH’s statutes (19:1–4), and making important distinctions
(19:19).

2. Temple: fellowship with God through peace offerings (19:5–8), and distinguishing
from the typical case and seeking forgiveness (19:20–22).

3. Land: using land for the sake of the poor and the sojourner (19:9–10), and not using
land that belongs to God (19:23–25).

4. Love: loving your neighbor as yourself and fearing God (19:11–18), and rejecting
neighboring nations’ improper worship and practices which go contrary to this love
(19:26–37).

The upshot of all of this is the interesting realization that, when it comes to big chiasms,
the author of Leviticus has a particular style. While nothing serious rests on the identifi-
cation of this style in the particular chiasms we looked at, it helps us to better appreciate
the structure and function of the individual passages. Indeed, the earlier recognition of
this style was very helpful for better understanding the purpose of chapter 24 in the second
part of the book.
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Punishment and ransom in Ancient Near Eastern
cultures

In our study on the second part of Leviticus, we briefly covered the principle of justice
outlined in chapter 24:

Whoever takes a human life shall surely be put to death. Whoever takes an
animal’s life shall make it good, life for life. If anyone injures his neighbor, as
he has done it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for
tooth; whatever injury he has given a person shall be given to him. Whoever
kills an animal shall make it good, and whoever kills a person shall be put to
death. You shall have the same rule for the sojourner and for the native, for
I am YHWH your God. (24:17-22)

In our discussion, we saw that this is a statement of proportionate punishment that
intentionally applies equally to the foreigner and native. However, when we look at the
statement above, it seems to go further than this: the command that “as he has done
it shall be done to him” suggests that the punishment mustn’t be only proportionate to
the crime, but identical to it! While this may work in some cases, it seems somewhat
impractical or destructive as a general principle.
But we should interpret the expression of this principle in the terms it would have been
understood by its original audience. The statement of the penalty was not meant as a
strict statement about the only course of action, but as an expression of the severity of
the crime and the harshness of the corresponding punishment. In the ancient context
Israel found themselves, perpetrators could ransom themselves through money or some
other means, and the size of the ransom would be proportionate to the severity of the
punishment that would otherwise be inflicted. This practice of ransoming is mentioned
twice in the Pentateuch when dealing with the punishment of crimes. The first is in
Exodus, when the case of an ox killing someone is being discussed:

When an ox gores a man or a woman to death [… and] if the ox has been
accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has been warned but has not
kept it in, and it kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner
also shall be put to death. If a ransom is imposed on him, then he shall give
for the redemption of his life whatever is imposed on him. (Ex 21:28-30)

Notice how the practice of ransom is presupposed in this regulation. We see this again in
Numbers, although this time the prescription is inverted:

If anyone kills a person, the murderer shall be put to death on the evidence
of witnesses. But no person shall be put to death on the testimony of one
witness. Moreover, you shall accept no ransom for the life of a murderer, who
is guilty of death, but he shall be put to death. (Nu 35:30-31)
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This regulation recognizes the practice of ransom, but excludes this practice in the case
of homicide with sufficient witnesses.
Given this practice of ransoming, when we read the principle of justice in Leviticus 24,
we should not read it as literally prescribing that perpetrators be inflicted with exactly
the same harm of their crime, but as a statement of the importance of proportioning the
punishment to the crime.
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