Leviticus

Purpose and Goals

The purpose of the study of Leviticus is twofold:

1. To see more clearly how the LORD revealed His grace to the people of Israel through the divine service offered at the tabernacle

2. To recognize that the life of Israel cleansed by the grace of God would demonstrate the holiness of the LORD.

Within that twofold purpose, we strive toward several goals:

1. To see more clearly God’s gracious activity in the sacrificial system that anticipated the sacrifice of Christ;

2. To understand more completely that the office of the high priest foreshadowed the work of Christ, the only mediator between God and man;

3. To recognize that the demand for holiness in Israel has been fulfilled in the life of Christ; and

4. To comprehend more fully that Israel’s life of sacrifice and holiness anticipated the life of baptism, also a life of sacrifice and of holiness lived in our various vocations.

Author, Recipients, and Date

The opening words of the book reveal its author: “The LORD called Moses and spoke to him” (1:1). The LORD is the author, for He Himself spoke all the laws and exhortations that constitute Leviticus’ thirty-six speeches. Though most of the speeches are addressed directly to Moses (7:38; 26:46; 27:34), God spoke some to Aaron, in his capacity as the foundational high priest (13:1; 14:33; 15:1), the implication being that Moses (and/or Aaron; 11:1; 13:1; 14:33; 15:1) was meant to transmit God’s instructions to the priests. The LORD also indicated that His instructions were intended for the Israelites and their whole assembly (19:2).

Moses recorded the instructions of Leviticus either while Israel was yet encamped at Mount Sinai or during Israel’s stay in the wilderness and before his death after seeing the land of Canaan from Pisgah.

Title and Themes

The first words of the book, suggestive of its content, are: “The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said:” These words directly connect the climax of Exodus to Leviticus. The Glory of the LORD now dwells among His people; how will the Presence of the LORD and the people of Israel dwell together?

The themes of Leviticus will be addressed in two ways. First, the themes are considered through a hermeneutical approach that summarizes the broad biblical teachings present; for the hermeneutical introduction, we use three categories: Christological, ecclesiological, and typological. Second, the themes are reviewed in an orderly fashion using the book’s own framework and content.

Hermeneutical Overview

First we understand the framework and content of Leviticus from the Christological vantage point. Though the beginning of John’s account of the Gospel reflects Genesis 1, John has woven into that new creation perspective Christ as the real Presence of God, so clearly enunciated in Exodus and implied in Leviticus. Read John 1:14-18; God’s Presence no longer will be manifested at the Temple but now and at its pinnacle in the flesh and blood of Jesus. In the flesh of Jesus the grace of the covenant is manifested, for Jesus is the One who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29; Revelation 5:12). Also consider John 1:51; Applying the well-known revelation of the LORD to Himself, Jesus stated that He alone is the Access to the LORD (cf. Romans 5:2; Hebrews 10:20).

In the Gospel account of Luke, a similar position is advanced; the narrative has its orientation around the Temple, where the Lord Jesus is found (cf. Luke 1-2; Luke 9:51; etc.). Luke also recorded the testimony of Christ, which articulated that He was the essence of the revelation of the Scriptures, including that given by Moses (Luke 24:44-47).  The revelation of the LORD that Moses had sought was finally dispensed not on Mount Sinai in the Glory but in the Person of Jesus Christ; at His transfiguration did Moses behold what had been promised (Luke 9:30,31).

Matthew’s Gospel account teaches the same. Jesus Christ has come to complete what the Law and the Prophets had prophesied; Jesus has been sent to free mankind from the law’s condemnation and to empower mankind by the Spirit to live in harmony with it (Matthew 5:17-18; cf. Romans 6:1-14; 8:1-11).

Second, the book of Leviticus is read from an ecclesiological perspective. Though spoken to Moses and Aaron, the word revealed to them was for the whole people of God. The divine service offered to Israel has been fulfilled in Christ and now offered through His ministry to the Church (Ephesians 2:11-19; Romans 9:4-5). Leviticus is not taught to establish a theocracy, nor is it read allegorically, to describe a spiritual ascent; it teaches those in Christ to serve God as His holy priests in this life. The people of God were justified and sanctified as priests of God (Exodus 19:5-6); those who belong to Christ, justified and sanctified, serve as His priests (I Peter 1:13-2:10). 

The third basic hermeneutical presupposition is that the whole sacrificial system was meant typologically to foreshadow the ministry of Christ as the High Priest. This posture advocates that the tabernacle and its divine service were an imperfect copy of the perfect antitype, which is the heavenly temple built by God Himself through Christ for His eternal residence with His people (Exodus 25:40; Hebrews 8:5). The typological approach does justice to the physical nature of ritual enactments as well as to the incarnation of Christ; it connects Christ’s historical work of salvation with His ongoing service of us through the means of grace. Melanchthon wrote that the legislation of the divine service in Numbers 28:3-8 foreshadowed “Christ and the whole worship of the New Testament” (Apology 24:36).

An Overview of the Content

The pattern of Leviticus’ fabric has been woven from two dominant threads, forgiveness and holiness. The LORD and no other brokered His residence among Israel; for His Presence is never a neutral occurrence (Exodus 33:5; 33:15; Leviticus 10:1-7; 9:24). By His grace He had resided with His people (Exodus 25:8; 29:45,46); and the tabernacle was declared His mobile place of residence (Leviticus 8:10; 15:31; 17:4). Thus the LORD instituted the sacrificial ritual at the tabernacle—the appointed means and place His forgiveness is declared and distributed. If the covenant relationship is to be applicable to Israel, corporately and personally, forgiveness extended through the sacrificial system is crucial. By means of daily burnt offering He approved of them (Exodus 29:41), shared His holiness with them (Exodus 29:43-44), and blessed them (Exodus 20:24). He gave safe access to Himself and His blessings. 

The Sacrificial System (Chapters 1-7)

The divine institution of sacrifices is given within the framework of the covenant relationship that the Book of Exodus depicted. The blood of goats and bulls removed sin; God had appointed those means by which the covenant relationship was maintained and repaired. The clear understanding is that sacrifices effected atonement (4:35) and by them worshippers were cleansed and purified from sin. The sacrifices, through the worshiper drawing near to the sanctuary, killing his own animal, and laying his own hand on the animal, underscored the personal recognition that a personal breach in the relationship with the LORD had occurred.

The Old Testament does not provide details for how the cultus operated, but conclusions may be drawn from the threefold presentation of the order of sacrifice in Leviticus 1-9. In 1:1-6:7, the order is burnt, cereal, peace, and then sin and guilt offerings; in 6:8-7:38, the order is burnt, cereal, sin, guilt, and then peace offerings; in 9 the order is sin, burnt, and peace. The conclusion is that the first priority is the forgiveness of sins; personal consecration (burnt offering) follows as a symbol of commitment, and finally the celebration of reconciliation takes place through the peace offerings. Throughout the Old Testament the respective components are usually presented separately. The burnt offering itself effects atonement (1:4); it also witnesses to the worshiper’s faith and commitment. The cereal offering normally accompanied the burnt offerings but could be offered alone. The peace offering, unlike the burnt offering (entirely consumed on the altar) was shared between worshipers and priests; only the kidneys and fat covering the liver were burnt on the altar. Neither the peace offering nor the cereal offering effected atonement; both were dependent on prior atoning sacrifices. The propitiatory or purification offerings are dealt with in 4:1-6:7. The procedures for these two offerings (purification and reparation) differed, being observed whether the offerer was a layperson or a priest. The worshiper did not eat this sacrifice; it was given over to the priesthood. Where a priest was involved, after the mandatory portions had been burned on the altar, the remainder of the carcass was burned outside of the camp. The purpose of those offering was decontamination and cleansing, since sin is an offense against God’s holiness. The guilt offering seems to have expiated trespasses against sacred things or the divine name.

Sin is classified in two major categories, unpremeditated (“unwitting”–5:15; Number 15:29) and premeditated (“with a high hand”—6:1-2; Numbers 15:30). Both types of sin could be forgiven (4 for unpremeditated; 6:1-7 for premeditated). Access to sacrifice was denied to the unrepentant; it would seem that unpremeditated sins did not need to be confessed, while confession made it possible for sacrifices to atone for premeditated sins (5:1-6; 16:21; 26:40; Numbers 5:6-8). Forgiveness is dependent on divine grace; though sacrifice was the means by which the covenant relationship between the LORD and the individual was repaired, the LORD’s forgiveness was not mechanically distributed.

The Priesthood (Chapters 8-10)

The priesthood, especially Aaron, is the embodiment of the vocation of Israel (Exodus 19:3-6). The anointing indicated their special relationship to the LORD; their unique vocation mediated between the LORD and Israel, offering decisions as to what was clean and unclean, to keep Israel from what would defile, and to make atonement when defilement had occurred. However, the priesthood for the Levites and the high priest’s family did not prohibit or forbid sacrifices offered locally, apart from the tabernacle (and later Temple). The role of the priesthood and the progressive degrees of approach to the Presence of the LORD, which the structure of the tabernacle and its furnishings demanded, pointed to the distinction that Israel was to maintain between the sacred and the profane.

Holiness and Purity (Chapters 11-15)

The regulations distinguish sharply between the clean and unclean. This distinction rests upon the nature of God as holy, the One who is wholly other, completely separate from human beings; yet persons and objects may be declared holy when dedicated for the LORD’s service by some method of consecration. The derived holiness of the people is evidenced in their separateness from the world; this distinction stamps them as people set apart for the LORD. Things or persons that are not holy are classified as common or profane. Anything belonging to this sphere is always available for common use, provided it is ceremonially clean, while a holy thing, although always clean, is never available for common use. Any holy thing may be profaned by improper use. Profane things are further subdivided into clean and unclean. Uncleanness is transmissible, while cleanness is not, and care must be taken by the priests to avoid contact with what is inherently or ritually clean. No area of life is exempt from the demand to be holy.

The Day of Atonement (Chapter 16)

On the Day of Atonement the corporate sins were atoned for by cleansing the sanctuary. The high priest was vested and entered the Most Holy Place for the only time that year. The elaborate procedures for the cleansing of the tabernacle complements and concludes the material on clean and unclean.

The Holiness Code (Chapters 17-26)

Holiness is not merely withdrawal from that which is tainted; it is the exhibition of the wholeness and completeness, which characterizes the LORD Himself and must therefore be the property of His people (19:2; 20:7,26; 21:6-7). Thus laws calling for separation (17-18) are complemented by material dealing with moral and ceremonial requirements (19-20); the remaining material consists of laws for the priesthood (21-22) and for the cultic observances that are more generally required of the people (23-25). The material concludes with an exhortation to holiness and a list of accompanying blessings and curses. In brief, this section answers the question: What does the life of holiness, bestowed by forgiveness in the sacrificial system, look like?

The LORD called Israel to be holy (Exodus 19:6); and He proscribed how Israel was to be set apart for Himself (Exodus 24:8; Leviticus 11:45; 22:32-33). Holiness was never possessed by the people of God for themselves, but they kept on receiving this from God. Holiness is an acquired state of being, a contingent condition, an extrinsic power, something that is lost as soon as contact with Him is lost. Holiness, though, was not an abstraction; it was experienced by personal contact and ritual interaction with the LORD at the sanctuary. And the holiness of Israel was centered on the Presence of the LORD at the tabernacle.
 God Himself is the source Israel’s holiness; when man attempts to usurp the center, he has excluded the source of holiness.
 This orientation of (new) life around the Presence of the LORD embodies the hope of the new creation, whose center is fixed on the Presence of God and the Lamb (II Peter 3:13; Revelation 21:1-5).

An Appendix (Chapter 27)

The final chapter discusses the commutation of certain vows and tithes; perhaps it may be seen as the proper human response to the divine announcement bearing upon Israel’s future.

Ritual. Does it rob us of spontaneity and freedom? Does it eliminate our subjectivity and individuality? Is it as empty, impersonal, and mechanical as some would teach? For ancient Israel ritual prescribed and described their new existence as the LORD’s redeemed people, set apart from a world characterized by insecurity, meaninglessness, and a lack of identity. The ritual given by God enacted what God had revealed to them about Himself and their new existence.

As creatures, ritual is the physical language of our existence; rituals create and consolidate communities; ritual systems are needed to communicate our social interaction, whether in marriage, family, or larger communities. As new creatures in Christ, the ritual of the divine service undergirds our common life, and even portrays a glimpse of the perfect ritual of Heaven (cf. Revelation 7:9-12; 15:13). His words (laws and regulations) create, in Genesis 1 and at the tabernacle, making places where God’s Presence, His Word, will live and give life. His words also sanctify; His words bring persons and objects into His Presence (Leviticus 21:23; 22:9,16,23; note these are present tense statements—ongoing!). His words also structure life and engender life (Leviticus 18:5).

Rituals, as detailed in Leviticus, were the means by which God chose to interact with Israel in the divine service; the ritual functions sacramentally. The LORD, through Hs Word, instituted and empowered the rituals so that they accomplished something by their enactment. Leviticus presents the Old Testament sacramental work of God, a divine service to His people through His appointed means. He has declared them holy – a fact (Exodus 19:5-6); and He has promised that He will share His holiness through the divine service.

The Book of Leviticus demands that the people of God reflect His character, both in their cultic worship as well as in their personal deportment. Particular attention is paid to the priesthood and the cult; to the priesthood, since by their separation they emphasize the role of the people as a whole, and to the cult, since Israel’s worship must reflect the holiness of Him who has called His people. The proscriptions represent Israel’s separation from contemporary unbelieving peoples, while the “clean” serve as types of the “new creation.” So the material finds itself in the context of grace. The LORD has redeemed Israel, separated the people from the world (18:24), and given to them laws by which they are to live (18:5) and by which the land to which He is bringing them will be protected (26). He is thus to be served exclusively and completely; how is the covenant life lived since it has been redeemed by the LORD; keeping all that the LORD had given flowed from a trust in the rescue and revelation that He has shown forth. 

Outline

The Five Main Offerings (1–7) 

1. The Burnt Offering (1)

2. The Grain Offering (2)

3. The Fellowship Offering (3)

4. The Sin Offering (4:1—5:13)

5. The Guilt Offering (5:14—6:7)

6. Additional Regulations for the Offerings (6:8—7:38)

The Installation and Ministry of Aaron and His Sons (8–10) 

1. The Ordination of Aaron and His Sons (8)

2. The Ministry of the Priests (9)

3. The Death of Nadab and Abihu and Attendant Regulations (10)

The Distinction Between Clean and Unclean (11–15) 

1. Clean and Unclean Food (11)

2. Purification After Childbirth (12)

3. Regulations for Skin Diseases (13:1–46)

4. Regulations for Mildew (13:47–59)

5. Cleansing from Skin Diseases (14:1–32)

6. Cleansing from Mildew (14:33–57)

7. Discharges That Cause Uncleanness (15)

The Annual Day of Atonement (16)

Holy Living (17–26) 

1. Eating Blood Prohibited (17)

2. Unlawful Sexual Relations (18)

3. Various Laws for Holy Living (19)

4. Punishments for Sin (20)

5. Regulations for Priests (21:1—22:16)

6. Acceptable and Unacceptable Sacrifices (22:17–33)

7. The Annual Feasts (23)

8. Rules for Oil and Bread in the Tabernacle (24:1–9)

9. Punishment for Blasphemy (24:10–23)

10. The Sabbath and Jubilee Years (25)

11. Covenant Blessings and Curses (26)

Regulations for Offerings Vowed to the Lord (27)

� Some of the organization and content of this section depends on John Kleinig’s Leviticus (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2003), 1-30.


� The LORD’s Presence created a ritual topography, with circles of decreasing holiness and increasing impurity as one moves farther away from the Presence of the LORD. Holy of Holies/God & high priest (16:2-17), Holy Place and altar/priests (21:17-23), courtyard/Israel (1:4; 4:14); Israelite home/clean Israelite (14:8); Israelite town and camp/Israelites and resident aliens (17:8,10,13); clean dump outside camp/ashes and carcasses from sin offering (4:12,21); unclean area outside camp/unclean people and things (10:4; 13:46); wilderness/Azazel (16:22).


� Defilement of the sanctuary wrought a detrimental effect (15:31;20:3; 21:23); those who defiled holy things were cut off from kinsfolk (7:20-21); and those who desecrated God’s holiness died (10:1-7).
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