Reading Leviticus

Leviticus Overview

· Author:  Moses

· Date:  approximately 1405 B.C.  (at the end of the wilderness experience)

· Theme:  Holiness (the word appears 87 times in the book)

· Significant Features:  the sacrifices, offerings and feasts proscribed in the book demonstrate that Israel could not keep the law of God to make itself holy, necessitating a work of God’s grace (seen in the atonement) to provide their holiness.

· Key verses:  20:7-8 (see also 1 Pt. 1:15-16)

· Key chapter:  16 (Day of Atonement)
Theme

While the key word in Genesis was “beginnings,” and the key word in Exodus was “redemption,” the key word in Leviticus is “atonement.” The entire book deals with the various sacrifices, offerings, laws, and feasts which were to govern the Israelites, in order that they might be able to have a relationship with God, and to save them from the death that God demands because of sin. Through the five offerings (burnt offering, meal offering, peace offering, sin offering, and trespass offering) Leviticus was saying, “‘Get right with God.’” And through the seven feasts (Passover, Unleavened Bread, First Fruits, Pentecost, Trumpets, Atonement, and Tabernacle), Leviticus was saying “‘Keep right with God.’” [Merrill Unger, p. 106.]

Another key word is “holiness” (which occurs 87 times in the book). “The redeemed must be holy for their Redeemer is holy. A walk with God is on the basis of holiness, which is by sacrifice and separation.” The Israelite people were to be different from the people who inhabited their land. And to insure their holiness, these laws were given — achieving two purposes:  their closer walk with God, and their distinctness from all other people. [Unger, p. 106.]

In conjunction with this idea, it has also been said that, “Leviticus is a collection of enactments enabling the holy Yahweh to live in residence amid his unholy subjects.” [Bruce Waltke, ZPEB, 3: 916.] Consequently, God created a set of laws by which the nation was to live. Included in these laws was an elaborate set of laws and regulations which were to determine whether or not the people were pure. If the people were found to be impure — in the case of a leper, for instance, detailed laws were given to discover whether or not he really was a leper, and then to cleanse him. Waltke also states that the laws would determine the blessings or cursings upon the nation. [Waltke, p. 917.]

Key Words

There are several other words that are mentioned many times in Leviticus, and consequently are essential to understanding the purpose of the book.  They are as follows:

A.  Atonement

The word itself means to cover or remove one’s sins, and sometimes is translated “‘to reconcile,’ or ‘to atone for.’” [Paul Jewett, ZPEB, 1: 408.]  That it is prominent in the book is indicated by the 45 occurrences of the word.

Etymologically, “atonement” is derived from the Hebrew word koper, which means “ransom price.”  Hence, “through the animal’s death and the subsequent rituals, men are ransomed from the death that their sin and uncleanness merit.” [G.J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, p. 28.] Even in this, however, the grace and mercy of God is apparent. For Wenham points out that proper observance of the sacrificial rituals was not enough to atone for the sins of the people — God still had to grant forgiveness to the sinner. [Wenham, p. 28.]

While the book seems to focus on law and might lead to an attitude of legalism that might produce righteousness, Waltke refers to Leon Morris’ book The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, and points out that Morris reminds readers that “the atonement paid is always out of proportion to the price paid.  There is always an element of grace.”’ [Waltke, p. 919.]

Consequently, the Day of Atonement, as described in chapter 16, becomes vitally important. For on this day “[the priest] performed the sacrifices which climax the whole system of purification in Leviticus.” [Jewett, p. 409.]  The Day of Atonement was a yearly reminder to the people of Israel that God was a holy God and that they were a sinful people and that consequently, they needed to be cleansed in order to have fellowship with Him. [Louis Goldberg, Leviticus, pp. 82-3.]  In fact, the Day of Atonement and chapter 16 could be determined as the climax of the book, for they epitomize the message of the book; God desires to have communion with His people, but is unable to because of their sin, so he provides a method of atonement for their sins.

B. Blood

If atonement is the key to the book, then blood certainly has to be the key to atonement, for Moses writes in 17:11 that “it is blood by reason of life that makes atonement.” [Goldberg, p. 11.]  In Genesis 3, it is seen that the punishment for sin must be death. Therefore, for one to have spiritual life, there must be an atoning death. Hence, in Leviticus, God provided the sacrifices by which the people’s sins were atoned for. These sacrifices also look forward to the day when Christ would die once and for all to atone for all of the sins of all who trust Him. “According to Leviticus, sacrificial blood is necessary to cleanse and sanctify.” [Wenham, p. 26.]  Without the shed blood, there would have been no way for the people to have fellowship with God, for He demands that sin be punished by death, and the shedding of blood (Heb. 9:22). And the sacrifice of the animals accomplished that.

C.  Holy

Another key word in this book is “holy,” for it appears about 87 times.  In order for the people to understand their need for atonement, they first needed to understand that their God was holy. The text states several times that the people are to be holy for God is holy (11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:26), but just what does it mean to be holy?  A.S. Wood states, “Holiness is not merely one of God’s attributes. It represents His essential nature. Holiness is His selfhood…it expresses His whole divine personality.…Holiness is what makes God who He is.” [A.S. Wood, ZPEB, 3: 175.]

Because God has the nature of holiness and man does not, it is essential that there be some kind of bridge in order for man to have communion with God. Throughout Leviticus, God illustrates to the Israelites His holiness, and therefore their need to accept the procedure for atonement.

D. “I am”

It is interesting to note the frequency of the occurrence of this phrase, for it occurs at least 50 different times in the book. The words “I AM WHO I AM,” were used in Exodus 3:14 to identify Moses to the people as a servant of God. The multiple recurrences of this phrase in Leviticus, then, are a reminder to the people of the Deity of God and His holiness. Additionally, “Each time Leviticus repeats these solemn words, Israel is reminded of the way God first spoke to the whole nation assembled on the slopes of Mt. Sinai.” [Wenham, p. 30.]

Again, the holiness of God is emphasized in the use of this phrase — God is holy, and therefore His name is holy. In 24:16, he puts forth the punishment for those who blaspheme His name — they shall be put to death. Those who curse His name display a disregard for the holiness of God, and He said that those must be put to death. Therefore, this also exemplifies the importance of the name of God, and the holiness associated with it.

E. “The Lord spoke these words to Moses.”

This phrase, which occurs over and over throughout the book, is important for two reasons. First of all, it removes any doubt as to who actually penned the book — Moses is obviously the one. And secondly, it establishes the fact that the laws and sacrifices and offerings which are being established are not from Moses, but rather from the highest authority — God — the I AM.

F. Sacrifice

The sacrifices, which are delineated in chapters 1-17, were essential to the Israelites, for they realized that they were an unholy people, and the sacrifice provided a way for them, to be reunited with their God. Wenham states that since contact between the holy and the unclean must result in death, the sacrifice which is effectually cleaning the unclean, is making contact, or fellowship, between the holy and unholy possible. [Wenham, p. 26.] Furthermore, Wenham states, “In Leviticus . . . sacrificial blood is regularly associated with cleansing and sanctification.” [Wenham, p. 26.]  Additionally, “‘Israelite sacrifice was concerned with restoring the relationships between God and Israel, and between different members of the nation.’” [Wenham, quoting D. J. Davies’ “An Interpretation of Sacrifice in Leviticus,” p. 25.]

The blood sacrifices, then, were vitally important to the people, for that was the only way they could possibly hope to remain in harmony and communion with God.  The sacrifices were fundamentally a means of approach to God for the Israelites. [Unger, p. 107.]

In the majority of these words, ‘ there is a common factor uniting them. The words, “atonement,” “blood,” “holy,” and “sacrifice,” are all linked together in some manner, and they were all of extreme importance to the Israelites. For it was through an understanding of these words and the actions associated with them that the people could become cleansed again, and approach God.

Purpose

Goldberg suggests a multi-faceted purpose for the book of Leviticus. Most of these things have already been discussed, but his idea unites them succinctly.  First of all, Israel was to be separate from all the other nations, and yet they were also to be a blessing to the rest of the nations, and show them the true God. Additionally, the great holiness of God is revealed, and finally, a series of sacrifices was determined by God for the people in order that they might not have to pay the penalty of death for their sins, but conversely, that they might be able to fellowship with Him.

The Abrahamic Covenant in Leviticus

The Covenant is not as predominant in Leviticus as it was in Exodus, yet God reaffirms it several times so that the people will know that He has not forgotten it. It is mentioned specifically 10 times, culminating in 26:42, 44-45, where it is mentioned a total of five of those times.  However, in addition to those occurrences, several times God tells the Israelites to do certain things, “When you come into the land which I shall give you,” (e.g., 14:34; 19:23; 20:22, 24; 23:10; 25:2, 38; 26:6; and 27:23). These also would have to be considered a reiteration of the Covenant, as God has reminded the people of His promise to them.

It is also obvious that the Lord is the author of the Covenant, for continually throughout the text, it reads, “And the Lord spoke these words to Moses.” Moses, then is firmly established as the writer of the book, with God telling him what to write, being the author, as was previously discussed. Additionally, God emphasizes His importance through the “I ams,” which are mentioned throughout the book.

Conclusion

The book of Leviticus is primarily concerned with the sacrifices and offerings of the people of Israel to God in order that they might be able to commune with Him.  The book also points out the holiness of God, and therefore also the fact that the people are unclean before God and deserving of death. Leviticus offers an alternative to certain death however, through the sacrifices. As such, it also foreshadows the work of Christ on the cross.
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