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LEVITICUS 
[image: image1..pict]Message:

“Proper fellowship, and when necessary restoration to fellowship with God, by God’s covenant people should reflect the holiness of God and should recognize the limited means which God has adopted for them to maintain or be restored to fellowship with Himself.”

Title:

The English title “Leviticus” means “relating to the Levites” and is derived from the title in the Latin Vulgate (4th. Century A.D.) which adopted the Septuagint title (the Greek translation of the Old Testament [LXX]) “Levitical Book.” The title Leviticus, (i.e. relating to the Levites) is not entirely inappropriate even though the Levites are mentioned only once in the book (25:32-34). The Aaronic priesthood were from the tribe of Levi and the sacrificial system which they administered in generally referred to as Levitical so the entire Hebrew priesthood was seen as essentially Levitical in character (cf. Heb 7:11).

Its Hebrew title, arqyw (wayyiqra), is the first word in the Hebrew text of the book and means “And he [i.e., the Lord] called.” Though this title says nothing of the specific content, it does indicate that it is largely a record of God’s instructions. In fact, Leviticus contains more of the very words of God than any other book in Scripture.

Author:

See Genesis—Author. In addition, it is worth noting that while the author of Leviticus is not named,
 the composition of Leviticus, from internal statements, is clearly composed by Moses based upon revelation from God (Lev 1:1; 27:34 and approximately fifty other places). Jesus affirmed the authorship of Moses when he called the laws concerning leprosy (Lev 14:2-3) as those which Moses commanded (Matt 8:4; Mark 1:44). Therefore this book, along with the other books of the Pentateuch, was ascribed uniformly by Jewish tradition to Moses. This has traditionally been the view of the Christian church as well. However during the last two centuries some scholars have claimed to find in Leviticus, as in the rest of the Pentateuch, a number of underlying sources. The book of Leviticus is viewed as containing a patchwork of stories and laws. This view is not supported by conclusive evidence (see literary structure below).

Recipient:

Leviticus appears, at first, to be a well-organized reference manual primarily for the Old Testament priesthood. The first section (chapters 1-16) deal broadly with sacrificial principles and procedures relating to the removal of sin and the restoration of persons to fellowship with God, while chapters 17-27 deal with ethics, morality and holiness. While much of the material is priestly in character and is, therefore, especially relevant for the priesthood, that material as well as much of the more universal laws on worship, ethics, and morality are applicable to all the Israelites for the attribute of holiness affecting proper fellowship with God. Leviticus does not deal, then, solely with the special duties of the Levitical priests, but it is concerned principally with the overall service of worship at the tabernacle. These services were conducted by the priests who were the sons of Aaron, assisted by many from the rest of the tribe of Levi. Exodus gave the directions for building the tabernacle, and now Leviticus gives the laws and regulations for worship there including instructions on ceremonial cleanness, moral laws, holy days, the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee. While of continuous relevance for the Levites, the material contained in this book is of vital importance for each worshipping member of the nation of Israel. In fact, in some respects Leviticus is as concerned with lay-people as with the priests, for there are instructions about how Israelites were to bring their offerings and how they were to celebrate the festivals/feasts. Worship was the privilege and responsibility of each member of the nation. If this material was found deposited with the Levites then surely they were to teach this material to the people and then insure the regulations were followed.

Historical Context:

The events recorded in this book took place at the foot of Mount Sinai. The laws contained in Leviticus were given, at least for the most part, during the year that Israel camped at Mount Sinai, when God directed Moses in organizing Israel’s worship, government and military forces. The time period includes the setting up of the tabernacle to Israel’s departure from Sinai about one month and twenty days later (cf. Exod 40:17 with Num 10:11). At this point the nation of Israel had been away from Egypt for about one year.

These instructions were given to a people in covenant with God. They were, therefore, never designed to lead a person or nation into a covenant (see purpose below). Leviticus contains part of the enactment of the Mosaic covenant which were to govern the nation of Israel from this point on with special application to their being in the promised land (e.g., 23:42-43; 25:8-55). The Mosaic covenant contained the assurance that God would provide for all the material and spiritual needs of the people, including the gift of land as a national home, if on their part they would acknowledge Him as the one true God, and would undertake not to worship any other deity.

Date:

See Genesis—Date.

Leviticus was probably written shortly after the book of Exodus. It records the words God spoke to Moses out of the tabernacle [or “Tent of Meeting”] (1:1) during the Israel’s last two months at Mount Sinai.

Modern criticism has often dated Leviticus in the period of 500-450 B.C. based partially on the premise that the forms of ritual and sacrifice found in Leviticus were developed late in Israel’s history. The finds at Ugarit show these forms were in existence 1,500 years before Christ. The terminology used at Ugarit in the fifteenth century B.C. is remarkably parallel to that of Leviticus. Terms such as burnt offering, whole burnt offering, trespass offering, and peace offering are found in Ugaritic literature. Arguments against an early date, based on such a premise, must be rejected.

Theological Context:

In order to understand and appreciate what Leviticus has to say about God, it must be seen in conjunction with Exodus and Numbers, as literature intimately related to the Mosaic covenant made at Sinai. The Israelites have just accepted the terms of the covenant with a God who has revealed himself as an awesome, holy, pure and just God (Exod 19-24).

Leviticus presents God as being present with his people, symbolized by the tabernacle in the middle of the encampment (Lev 26:11). Leviticus begins with the LORD speaking to Moses “from the Tent of Meeting” (Lev 1:1).
 God has demanded the exclusive worship of his people as part of the covenant proposal. Leviticus will describe the terms which alone will result in the acceptance of the worshipper. Throughout much of Leviticus there is a consistent emphasis on the fundamental importance of correct ritual behavior.

Leviticus presents God as the essence of holiness (Lev 10:3; 19:2). God’s holiness involved an abhorrence of anything he had declared immoral or sinful as well as anything unjust or impure (Lev 11:47; 18:29-30). Israel’s holiness was to be expressed in every aspect of her life, to the extent that all of life had a certain ceremonial quality. Man is to worship God in “holiness” because God is holy. Leviticus 11:44 states. “I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy.” God’s holiness is seen in two significant historical acts in Leviticus, the consecration of the priesthood and the violation by Nadab and Abihu. The word “holy” appears more often in Leviticus than in any other book of the Bible (74 times). In chapter 9 God accepts the sacrifice made according to his instructions, “fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And when all the people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown” (Lev 9:24). In chapter 10 concerning the unauthorized fire of Nadab and Abihu, “fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD” (Lev 10:2). The explanation of Moses as given to Aaron for this action was, “this is what the LORD spoke of when he said: ‘Among those who approach me I will show myself holy; in the sight of all the people I will be honored’” (Lev 10:3).

Leviticus presents God as a living, all-powerful deity, who has intervened already in Israel’s affairs to ransom them from slavery in Egypt and make them a people free to worship Him. Leviticus 11:45 states, “I am the LORD who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.” Among other things, this act demonstrated God’s ability to protect and care for his people (Lev 26:13).

Literary Features:

Leviticus appears, at first glance, as a haphazard, endless list of rules and regulations. Closer examination, however, reveals a greater coherence and purpose for the material. The majority of material is regulations concerning the worship ritual. The narrative material is infrequent (chapters 8-10 and 24:10-16) and adds little to the movement of the nation. 

Leviticus is essentially a manual of regulations and procedures consisting mainly of the genre of ‘legal literature’. By “legal literature” the 20th century concept of this term should not be assumed or accepted. Instead the terms “instruction, covenantal, or torah” literature should inform the definition of the term. This material includes both apodictic law (laws expressing necessary conduct: “You shall [not] . . .” and mostly casuistic law or ‘case law’: “If [such is done] . . . . then [such will result] . . . .” It is only natural that the purely historical element should be subordinated to ritual and legal considerations. Nevertheless, historical narratives, though infrequent, (Lev 8-10; 24:10-23) are interwoven with sections of law and instructions concerning sacrificial procedures in such a way as to make it clear that Leviticus is closely connected historically with Exodus and Numbers. Since these two historical sections are included in the midst of ritual material, attention should be paid to understand the context of each. On purely stylistic grounds alone Leviticus is linked with Exodus 20-40, and the association is demonstrated in the Hebrew text by means of the opening word of Leviticus (arqyw) [And he called]; the very first consonant is a ‘waw consecutive,’ indicating a direct connection with what has just preceded it, i.e. Exodus 40:38. Leviticus 16 is linked to the historical section of Leviticus 8-10 as can be seen by the first verse which reads, “The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they approached the LORD” (16:1). In contrast to Nadab and Abihu, Aaron will be given proper instructions as to when and how he is to approach the Most Holy Place where God appears in the cloud over the atonement cover (Lev 16:2).

Purpose:

Leviticus gives the instructions of how a believing member of the covenant nation (Israel), though still a sinner, could live in the presence of God and enjoy his blessings. The will of God for Israel is for them to remain in covenant relationship with himself. However, as the incident of the golden calf in Exodus 32-33 demonstrates, this fellowship has been broken almost immediately upon entering into the covenant. While Exodus has described the tabernacle and its function of symbolizing the presence of God, it is Leviticus that declares how individuals who have broken the covenant might come back into fellowship with God. It will also give instructions on the requirements to remain in a state of fellowship with their God. Though it teaches what is acceptable and not acceptable to God in specific areas (i.e. holiness), the preponderance of the material is on how sinful man can attain forgiveness and restoration after breaking one of God’s laws.

The sacrifices delineated in the book of Leviticus were limited in purpose to the covenant preservation and renewal of a redeemed people. To become a member of the redeemed people required personal faith in the LORD demonstrated in the Passover observance.
 It is important to note the two relationships which an Israelite could have with God: a corporate relationship with God as a theocratic nation (cf. Exod 19-20), and a personal relationship with God based on individual regeneration and justification by faith. While ideally these two relationships should have been coextensive, it was possible to separate them by merely going through the cultic ritual without genuine faith. This type of ritual may have restored ceremonial cleanness and meet civil requirements, but were not efficacious in pleasing God.

Descriptive Annotated Outline:

I.
The limited means of restoration for God's covenant people are reflected in the five basic sacrifices given to His people (Lev 1–7).

A.  The five basic sacrifices; their content, purpose and manner of offering (1:1–6:7).



1.  Burnt Offering (1:1-17).

-purpose seems to include voluntary act of worship; atonement for unintentional sin in general; expression of devotion, commitment and complete surrender to God (cf. Lev 6:8-13; 8:18-21; 16:24).



2.  Grain Offering (2:1-16).

-it seemed to accompany the burnt offering (Num 28:3-6), sin offering (Num 6:14-15), and the fellowship offering (Lev 9:4; Num 6:17).

-purpose seems to include voluntary act of worship; recognition of God's goodness and provisions; devotion to God (cf. Lev 6:14-23).



3.  Fellowship Offering (3:1-17).

-purpose seems to include voluntary act of worship; thanksgiving and fellowship (it included a communal meal) (cf. Lev 7:11-34).



4.  Sin Offering (4:1-5:13).

-purpose seems to include mandatory atonement for specific unintentional sin; forgiveness of sin; cleansing from defilement (cf. Lev 6:24-30; 8:14-17; 16:3-22).



5.  Guilt Offering (5:14-6:7).

-purpose seems to include mandatory atonement for unintentional sin requiring restitution; cleansing from defilement; make restitution; pay 20% fine (cf. Lev 7:1-6).

There seems to have been sacrifices of expiation (sin offerings and guilt offerings), consecration (burnt offerings and grain offerings) and communion (fellowship offerings—these included vow offerings, thank offerings and freewill offerings).

B. Additional Regulations specifically for the priests in connection with the five basic sacrifices (6:8–7:38).



The primary concern of this section is to identify which persons were to participate and which portions were acceptable to God as sacrificial meals.



1. Burnt Offering (6:8-13).



2.  Grain Offering (6:14-23).



3.  Sin Offering (6:24-30).



4.  Guilt Offering (7:1-10).



5.  Fellowship Offering (7:11-21).



6.  Eating Fat and Blood Forbidden (7:22-27).



7.  The Priest's Share of the Fellowship Offering (7:28-36).



8.  Summary Statement Concerning the Offerings [including the "Ordination 




Offering"] (7:37-38).

II.
Historical demonstration of restoration by the nation through the priesthood to fellowship with God, followed by a violation of worship regulations which results in the death of the individuals involved (Lev 8–10).

A.  The inauguration and God approved ministry of the priesthood (Aaron and his sons) on behalf of God's covenant people (Lev 8–9).

B.  The violation of worship regulations by Nadab and Abihu (not treating God as holy) and their resulting deaths [not a discipline of the nation] (Lev 10).

III.  Means by which God's covenant people can demonstrate symbolically their fellowship with God [separation to God—ceremonial cleanness] in daily life (Lev 11–15).

A.  Ceremonial uncleanness in relation to diet (Lev 11).

B.  Ceremonial uncleanness in relation to childbirth (Lev 12).

C.  Ceremonial uncleanness in relation to disease and mildew (Lev 13–14).

D.  Ceremonial uncleanness in relation to bodily discharges (Lev 15).

IV.  Proper annual approach to God for comprehensive atonement of sin for 
the nation (Lev 16).


This special atonement ritual averted the wrath of God for all the sins of the people for the past year. There seems to be no exclusion of sins or limitations on the atonement offered through this ritual. It should be understood, however, as in other sacrifices that the efficacy of this national Day of 
Atonement for the individual would be limited to those who had a proper heart attitude of penitence and faith.

V.  The importance of blood and the tabernacle for fellowship with a holy God (Lev 17).


This chapter seem supplementary to chapters 1-7 since it explains the significance of blood in the sacrifices (17:11) and also treats other related matters already discussed. It may be included here because although it 
relates to the priests (17:2), it involves the potential mistakes of the laymen. 

VI. Means by which God's covenant people can violate their fellowship with God (separation to God—moral cleanness) in such areas including incest, honesty, thievery, idolatry, etc. (Lev 18–20) 

VII. Regulations for the Priests, the Offerings and the Annual Feasts to Promote Priestly Purity and Fellowship with God (21:1–24:9) 

VIII. Punishment for Blasphemy, Murder, etc. (24:10-23) 


This section includes a brief historical narrative (24:10-12) which gives the context in which these laws are given.  It is a reminder that the laws of Leviticus were given to meet a particular historical situation for God's people.

IX. The Sabbath Year, Jubilee, Land Tenure and Reform of Slavery (ch. 25) 

X. Blessings and Curses for Covenant Obedience and Disobedience (ch. 26) 

XI. Regulations for Offerings Vowed to the Lord (ch. 27) 
�It is interesting to note that in both the Old and New Testaments, historical material (i.e. Genesis to Nehemiah and Gospels/Acts) do not identify the author.  In the Prophets and Epistles a person of authority is needed and the author is identified.


�Compare Numbers 1:1 where the LORD speaks to Moses "in the Tent of Meeting."


�For the father, the act of circumcision of his sons would be another time that he (and the rest of the family?) reaffirmed their covenant relationship.  For the child, Passover was probably the first occasion for expressing his faith.


�Wenham states that, "The main purpose of the Day of Atonement ceremonies is to cleanse the sanctuary from the pollution introduced into it by the unclean worshippers (cf. 16:16, 19) . . .[so as] to make possible God's continued presence among His people" (Wenham, Leviticus, 228).  Note however the importance also placed upon the live goat ritual which involved a substitutionary carrying away of the people's sins (v. 22) which were identified as "all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins" (v. 20), so that they "will be clean from all [their] sins" (v. 30).





