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Series Preface



The unfolding of your words gives light


(Psalm 119:130)


The Hodder Bible Commentary aims to proclaim afresh in our generation the unchanging and unerring word of God, for the glory of God and the good of his people. This fifty-volume commentary on the whole Bible seeks to provide the contemporary church with fresh and readable expositions of Scripture which are doctrinally sensitive and globally aware, accessible for all adult readers but particularly useful to those who preach, teach and lead Bible studies in churches and small groups. 


Building on the success of Hodder’s NIV Proclamation Bible, we have assembled as contributors a remarkable team of men and women from around the world. Alongside a diverse panel of trusted Consultant Editors, they have a tremendous variety of denominational backgrounds and ministries. Each has great experience in unfolding the gospel of Jesus Christ and all are united in our aim of faithfully expounding the Bible in a way that takes account of the original text, biblical theology, the history of interpretation and the needs of the contemporary global church.


These volumes are serious expositions – not overly technical, scholarly works of reference but not simply sermons either. As well as carefully unpacking what the Bible says, they are sensitive to how it has been used in doctrinal discussions over the centuries and in our own day, though not dominated by such concerns at the expense of the text’s own agenda. They also try to speak not only into a white, middle-class, Western context (for example), as some might, but to be aware of ways in which other cultures hear and need to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.


As you tuck into his word, with the help of this book, may the glorious Father ‘give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better’ (Ephesians 1:17).


Lee Gatiss, Series Editor
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Introduction



THE CONTEXT OF LEVITICUS


Before the LORD1 redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt, he promised in Exodus 6:7 that he would be their God and that he would take Israel as his people. He desired to redeem for relationship. Israel sealed their covenant relationship with the LORD at Sinai in Exodus 24 and the LORD provided instructions to Moses for the Tabernacle (Exodus 25–31). At the beginning of these instructions, the LORD expressed his motivation: ‘let them make a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them’ (Exodus 25:8). The LORD’s motivation was to be in relationship, dwelling in the midst of his people. He was not obligated to live among Israel; he wanted to be present. Moreover, within the unfolding narrative of the Pentateuch, Exodus 25:8 was a watershed moment. By declaring his intention to live among his people, the LORD was announcing his intent to reverse humanity’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden and overcome humanity’s separation from his presence (Genesis 3:21–24). The first step to this goal was the building of the Tabernacle and the LORD’s glory being present with and among his people.


However, before Moses could mediate the LORD’s instructions to the Israelites, God’s people demonstrated their propensity to exchange the living God for a tame and hand-made image in Exodus 32:1–6. The irony could not be starker. As the LORD outlined his plan to be present among his people, the Israelites created a god that would be present with them and which they could approach on their own terms. The penalty that they deserved for their faithless idolatry was death as a nation (Exodus 32:9–10), but after Moses interceded on behalf of the Israelites, the LORD relented, and he promised that his presence would still go with Israel (Exodus 32:11–34:27). Two problems now existed as the Israelites created the LORD’s Tabernacle in Exodus 35–40. How could the LORD be present in the midst of a people who had the propensity to be unfaithful? And how could he withhold his hand from acting against them when he also needed to be faithful to his own character?


Also, Moses was prevented from entering the newly created Tabernacle (Exodus 40:34–38).2 If Israel’s mediator was unable to approach the LORD, then how could the Israelites live with the LORD’s holy presence in their midst? It was critical for this barrier to be overcome if Israel was to have life with the LORD dwelling among them as they travelled to the land of promise. This needs to be on the LORD’s terms and not those of the Israelites due to the nature of God’s holy presence as a consuming fire. The book of Leviticus was written and included between Exodus and Numbers to enable the LORD to dwell among his covenant people and for his people to have life with his presence in their midst as they travelled to the land and as they resided in the land.


How does the book of Leviticus achieve this purpose? By communicating the message that the LORD is to be sanctified and glorified in the midst of Israel (10:3; 22:32b). Leviticus communicates this message in a series of speeches (Leviticus 1–7; 11–15; 17; 18–20; 21–22; 23; 24:1–9; 25–26; 27) with three narratives placed at critical junctures in the book (Leviticus 8–10; 16; 24:10–23). The purpose of these speeches is to instruct the priesthood and Israelites about how they can ensure that the LORD is sanctified in their midst, while the narratives illustrate how the LORD is to be glorified in Israel. After we explore each speech and narrative in Leviticus, this commentary places each passage within the context of biblical theology as we look forward into the New Testament and read Leviticus as Christian Scripture. As we read Leviticus in light of the mystery revealed in Jesus Christ, we realise that at the crux of Leviticus are precious truths of the Christian faith. God is with us, and we have an imperishable hope in the new creation where God will permanently restore his presence among his covenant people.











1


Approaching the Holy God in Israel’s Midst


LEVITICUS 1–7


Leviticus 1–7 is the LORD’s provision for Israel to approach him so that covenant fellowship can be maintained with his holy presence in their midst.1 This provision is a series of gifts through which the Israelites can enter the LORD’s presence. The first three gifts in Leviticus 1–3 instruct God’s people about approaching the LORD in good relationship. The final two gifts in Leviticus 4:1–6:7 then instruct the Israelites about how they are to restore their relationship with God and with their neighbour when those relationships are fractured by offence and guilt. Below is a brief overview of each of the five gifts explained in 1:3–6:7.








	

Gifts for approaching the LORD in good relationship




	

Gift




	

Text




	

Purpose









	

1. Burnt offering




	

1:3–16




	

To enter the LORD’s presence.









	

2. Grain offering




	

2:1–16




	

To remember the covenant relationship between Israel and the LORD.









	

3. Fellowship offering




	

3:1–17




	

To celebrate peace in relationship between an Israelite household and the LORD.









	

Gifts for restoring relationship




	

4. Sin offering




	

4:1–5:13




	

To restore relationship with the LORD.









	

5. Guilt offering




	

5:14–6:7




	

To repair the relationship with the LORD and with a neighbour by dealing with the guilt of an offence.












After outlining these five gifts in 1:3–6:7, the LORD then instructs the priesthood (6:8–7:21) and the Israelites (7:22–36) about their responsibilities when gifts are offered to him.


Some readers might have a visceral reaction to the killing and cutting up of livestock in Leviticus 1–7. In contexts such as rural Italy or Alexandria in Egypt, there is an everyday connection between field and plate in a tangible way. Children grow up knowing that a life has been taken so that they can eat. In contexts like these, what is described below is not as removed from everyday life as it is for readers who buy their meat from a supermarket. Many westerners live in a sanitised culture where the killing and preparation of meat is far removed from our daily context and where we buy meat that is wrapped so that no liquid escapes into our shopping. I would encourage readers to confront the raw reality of animal slaughter as a means of acknowledging that the sacrifice of our Saviour was not a sanitised affair. It was bloody and brutal. Being able to enter the rawness of these sacrifices teaches us to appreciate the cost of a life being sacrificed so that we can have confidence approaching the living and holy God.



1. When God’s people approach the LORD • Leviticus 1:1–2



Leviticus 1:1 resumes the narrative from Exodus 40:34–35. While Moses is outside the Tabernacle, the LORD calls to Moses and speaks to him with a message that is to be mediated to the Israelites.2 This message begins in 1:2c and concludes with a summary statement in 7:37–38, which are ‘bookends’ to the LORD’s message in 1:2–7:36. These ‘bookends’ remind the reader of the topic of this first section in Leviticus, which is the bringing of gifts to the LORD.




The burnt offering


1The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the tent of meeting. He said, 2‘Speak to the Israelites and say to them: “When anyone among you brings an offering to the LORD, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock.





The LORD’s message begins in 1:2c with an everyday situation for the Israelites, which is, ‘When anyone among you brings an offering to the LORD …’ The Hebrew word that the NIV translates as ‘anyone’ is ʾādām, which may be familiar from Genesis 1:26–27. In Genesis 1:26–27, ʾādām refers to humanity, male and female, whom God made ‘in his image’. Leviticus 1:2c is another example where ʾādām retains its meaning of ‘people’ more generally.3 By using ʾādām, and not a more gender-specific word, 1:2c conveys the accessibility of bringing an offering to God.


When an Israelite wishes to bring a gift for the LORD, then 1:2d provides clarity about what he or she is to do. They are to bring an animal as a gift, which is to be from a herd of cattle or from a flock (i.e., sheep or goats). While this is the general principle, there are two exceptions. The first exception is when the gift-giver cannot afford an animal. In this instance, they are to bring either a dove or a pigeon (e.g., 1:14–16). The second exception is the grain offering described in 2:1–16, which does not require an animal. This general situation in 1:2c–d reminds us that while we might be motivated to bring a gift to the LORD, we are to approach God on his terms, not on our own, and this requires the willingness to listen to his instructions.





2. The burnt offering: entering the presence of a holy God • Leviticus 1:3–16



The LORD gives more specific instructions in 1:3–6:7 about five types of gifts of which the first is the burnt offering (1:3–16). The burnt offering instructions unfold in three stages: a gift from the herd (1:3–9), from the flock (1:10–13) and of a bird (1:14–17). The first section, focusing on an offering from the herd, is much more detailed. The following two sections about gifts from the flock or of a bird are shorter and summarised since 1:3–9 has already provided the complete picture from the perspective of the gift-giver.4




3‘“If the offering is a burnt offering from the herd, you are to offer a male without defect. You must present it at the entrance to the tent of meeting so that it will be acceptable to the LORD. 4You are to lay your hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it will be accepted on your behalf to make atonement for you. 5You are to slaughter the young bull before the LORD, and then Aaron’s sons the priests shall bring the blood and splash it against the sides of the altar at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 6You are to skin the burnt offering and cut it into pieces. 7The sons of Aaron the priest are to put fire on the altar and arrange wood on the fire. 8Then Aaron’s sons the priests shall arrange the pieces, including the head and the fat, on the wood that is burning on the altar. 9You are to wash the internal organs and the legs with water, and the priest is to burn all of it on the altar. It is a burnt offering, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD.


10‘“If the offering is a burnt offering from the flock, from either the sheep or the goats, you are to offer a male without defect. 11You are to slaughter it at the north side of the altar before the LORD, and Aaron’s sons the priests shall splash its blood against the sides of the altar. 12You are to cut it into pieces, and the priest shall arrange them, including the head and the fat, on the wood that is burning on the altar. 13You are to wash the internal organs and the legs with water, and the priest is to bring all of them and burn them on the altar. It is a burnt offering, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD.


14‘“If the offering to the LORD is a burnt offering of birds, you are to offer a dove or a young pigeon. 15The priest shall bring it to the altar, wring off the head and burn it on the altar; its blood shall be drained out on the side of the altar. 16He is to remove the crop and the feathersa and throw them down east of the altar where the ashes are. 17He shall tear it open by the wings, not dividing it completely, and then the priest shall burn it on the wood that is burning on the altar. It is a burnt offering, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD.





a 16 Or crop with its contents; the meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.


a 2 Or representative; also in verses 9 and 16





Verse 3 focuses on the burnt offering to be offered from a herd of cattle, which must fulfil certain characteristics. First, it must be male (that is, a bull), and the second characteristic is that it must be ‘without defect’ (1:3b). While the NIV describes what the bull should not have (i.e., a defect), the Hebrew is much more positive. The Hebrew word is tāmim, which means ‘whole, entire, have integrity’.5 That is, the bull must be complete as opposed to being broken, marked or having a blemish.6 The gift-giver must actively choose a gift that embodies these characteristics, a bull that is whole.


Having chosen an unblemished bull, the Israelites must approach the entrance of the Tent of Meeting with the living bull that they wish to offer (1:3c). The next phrase, ‘so that it will be acceptable to the LORD’, has a double meaning. First, if the offering is going to be accepted by the LORD, then it must be brought to the Tent of Meeting and not to another location (see 17:1–9). Second, by presenting the living bull at the entrance, the priests can check that the gift fulfils the requirements of being a bull that is whole.7 The living animal must be accepted as a suitable gift before the rest of the process can go ahead.


Once the gift has been accepted, the gift-giver presses his or her hand on top of the living bull’s head (1:4). The purpose of the hand-pressing is for the gift-giver to identify with the living animal, and for the animal to be identified with the gift-giver.8 This hand pressing continues as the gift-giver reaches to the neck of the bull with a knife and slaughters it (1:5). As the unblemished bull is surrendered from life to death, the gift-giver’s identification with the bull is so that the animal can be accepted on the gift-giver’s behalf.9 The act of hand-pressing expresses, ‘Let this unblemished bull be accepted in my stead.’10 As the gift-giver asks for the bull to be accepted on his or her behalf, and as the living bull is given over to death, ‘atonement’ is made for the gift-giver. It is then the sole responsibility of the priest to bring the blood of the slaughtered gift to the altar (1:5b–c), located at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. The priest then splatters the blood on every side of that altar for two purposes. The first is to make atonement (see below) and the second is to give the blood to the LORD to whom it belongs (Leviticus 3:16; 17:10–16).11


Once the blood has been splattered on the altar, the burnt offering is wholly offered to the LORD (1:6–9). The priest places all the pieces of the gift onto the wood, which includes the head and the fat (1:8). The entrails and legs must be washed before being placed on the fire too (1:9).


With the process of the burnt offering explained, it is worth asking what the purpose of the gift is and why atonement is necessary. At the beginning of the sequence, the gift-giver was outside the Tabernacle, selecting the gift that exemplifies the characteristics of being a bull without blemish (1:3). The gift-giver moves from outside the Tent of Meeting to being inside, at the entrance, through the agency of the whole process. We can infer from the movement of the burnt offering process that its purpose is for the gift-giver to be able to approach the LORD.12


Also, a bull without blemish needs to be accepted on the gift-giver’s behalf for atonement to be made. This suggests that the unblemished bull represents what the gift-giver is not – without blemish.13 To enter the presence of a holy God requires wholeness and integrity. While the gift-giver may not be motivated by the need to repair a broken relationship, no one is faultless. Our created condition is marred by our rebellion against God, which is why entering God’s presence requires atonement. Atonement turns away God’s anger when entering and pays the price (the unblemished blood of another) for the penalty of our broken condition in the presence of a holy God.


MOVING FORWARD INTO THE NEW TESTAMENT


The burnt offering accentuates that a life without blemish being surrendered to death on our behalf is the only means by which we can approach the living and holy God. This helps us grasp what Jesus’s sacrifice achieved. We can now approach God because Jesus’s condition is what we are not. He exemplifies our original created condition of wholeness and being without blemish (1 Peter 1:19). He was given to death in our place so that he can be accepted on our behalf. Because Jesus’s blood was shed for us, we can enter God’s presence without fear of consequence (Hebrews 10:19–20).


Also, the provision of another two types of burnt offerings in 1:10–17 highlights a key point. Not every Israelite will have access to a bull that is without blemish, nor a sheep or a goat. Every Israelite would have access to a dove or pigeon, irrespective of its condition, although it still might be costly. The three provisions for a bull, sheep/goat or a dove ensure that every Israelite can enter the presence of their holy covenant God; there is no exclusion based on socio-economic background.





3. The grain offering: remembrance of the covenant • Leviticus 2



The second gift is the grain offering, which is the only offering in Leviticus 1–7 where blood is not required to be shed. Verses 1–3 outline the basic requirements. The essential ingredient is ‘finest flour’ or, otherwise translated, ‘semolina flour’ (2:1). Then the gift-giver is to add olive oil and incense. The purpose of the incense is to give a ‘pleasing aroma’ when the gift is burnt as a food offering (2:2). Once all the ingredients are brought together, the gift-giver takes the mixture to a priest at the Tent of Meeting.




The grain offering


2‘“When anyone brings a grain offering to the LORD, their offering is to be of the finest flour. They are to pour olive oil on it, put incense on it 2and take it to Aaron’s sons the priests. The priest shall take a handful of the flour and oil, together with all the incense, and burn this as a memoriala portion on the altar, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 3The rest of the grain offering belongs to Aaron and his sons; it is a most holy part of the food offerings presented to the LORD.


4‘“If you bring a grain offering baked in an oven, it is to consist of the finest flour: either thick loaves made without yeast and with olive oil mixed in or thin loaves made without yeast and brushed with olive oil. 5If your grain offering is prepared on a griddle, it is to be made of the finest flour mixed with oil, and without yeast. 6Crumble it and pour oil on it; it is a grain offering. 7If your grain offering is cooked in a pan, it is to be made of the finest flour and some olive oil. 8Bring the grain offering made of these things to the LORD; present it to the priest, who shall take it to the altar. 9He shall take out the memorial portion from the grain offering and burn it on the altar as a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 10The rest of the grain offering belongs to Aaron and his sons; it is a most holy part of the food offerings presented to the LORD.


11‘“Every grain offering you bring to the LORD must be made without yeast, for you are not to burn any yeast or honey in a food offering presented to the LORD. 12You may bring them to the LORD as an offering of the firstfruits, but they are not to be offered on the altar as a pleasing aroma. 13Season all your grain offerings with salt. Do not leave the salt of the covenant of your God out of your grain offerings; add salt to all your offerings.


14‘“If you bring a grain offering of firstfruits to the LORD, offer crushed heads of new grain roasted in the fire. 15Put oil and incense on it; it is a grain offering. 16The priest shall burn the memorial portion of the crushed grain and the oil, together with all the incense, as a food offering presented to the LORD.





The grain offering has two parts. First, a handful of the flour and oil, with all the incense, is burned entirely on the altar. Like the burnt offering, this is described as a ‘food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD’ (2:2). The second part is given to Aaron and his sons as part of their food provision. The LORD describes this second part as ‘a most holy part of the food offerings presented to the LORD’. The portion given to the priests has the status of being ‘most holy’ to convey that the priestly share is important to the LORD.


Verses 8–10 repeat the crux of the grain offering process from 2:2–3 and this repetition highlights three points. First, obedience to the LORD’s instruction about the ingredients and preparation is critical for the gift to have a pleasing aroma to the LORD. Second, the gift is given to the LORD as a ‘memorial’. Third, the LORD provides for his vocational servants from the gifts that are given to him.


Before progressing further, explaining the second point about the grain offering being a ‘memorial’ is important so that we can grasp the purpose of this gift. The Hebrew term translated ‘memorial portion’ (see 2:2, 9) is ʾazkārātˉâ, which is based on the root term zākar, meaning ‘to remember’.14 When the Israelite gives a grain offering to the LORD, it is offered as a remembrance. A reasonable question is, ‘What are the Israelites remembering when bringing a grain offering?’ To answer this question, we need to explore 2:11–13.


Verses 11–13 identify what is to be excluded from the gift and what is to be included. Verse 11 focuses on exclusion and the verse has two parts. The first prohibits the grain offering from being made with leaven, that is, an agent added to the flour mixture that causes the bread to rise. This is an already familiar prohibition from 2:4, 5. The second part of 2:11 is the reason for the prohibition, which is that the Israelites are instructed not to burn leaven or honey as a food offering. While leaven has already been prohibited in the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread in Exodus 12:1–20, the exclusion of honey is a surprise. The most likely explanation is that raw honey is acidic and reacts with yeast to cause bread to rise.15 


Verse 13 states what is to be included in every grain offering, which is salt. The Israelites are to ensure that the ‘salt of the covenant with your God’ is never missing from the grain offering. Since the grain offering is to be a remembrance, and salt must be included to have this remembrance function, then the remembrance is most likely of their covenant relationship with God.16 As an Israelite brings their grain offering to the LORD, they are actively remembering their covenant allegiance. It is a tribute of faithful loyalty to their covenant God.17





4. The fellowship offering: celebrating peace in relationship • Leviticus 3



The third kind of offering is the fellowship offering. The Hebrew term for ‘fellowship offering’ is š∂lāmim, where the root šālǒm means peace in relationship.18 The fellowship offering is voluntary and motivated by the desire of the gift-giver to celebrate peace in relationship with the LORD and then within the family household.19 As such, this is the only gift where most of the sacrificed animal is returned to the gift-giver so that it can be shared as part of a family feast (see 7:11–21; Deuteronomy 12:6–7, 18).




The fellowship offering


3‘“If your offering is a fellowship offering, and you offer an animal from the herd, whether male or female, you are to present before the LORD an animal without defect. 2You are to lay your hand on the head of your offering and slaughter it at the entrance to the tent of meeting. Then Aaron’s sons the priests shall splash the blood against the sides of the altar. 3From the fellowship offering you are to bring a food offering to the LORD: the internal organs and all the fat that is connected to them, 4both kidneys with the fat on them near the loins, and the long lobe of the liver, which you will remove with the kidneys. 5Then Aaron’s sons are to burn it on the altar on top of the burnt offering that is lying on the burning wood; it is a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the LORD.


6‘“If you offer an animal from the flock as a fellowship offering to the LORD, you are to offer a male or female without defect. 7If you offer a lamb, you are to present it before the LORD, 8lay your hand on its head and slaughter it in front of the tent of meeting. Then Aaron’s sons shall splash its blood against the sides of the altar. 9From the fellowship offering you are to bring a food offering to the LORD: its fat, the entire fat tail cut off close to the backbone, the internal organs and all the fat that is connected to them, 10both kidneys with the fat on them near the loins, and the long lobe of the liver, which you will remove with the kidneys. 11The priest shall burn them on the altar as a food offering presented to the LORD.


12‘“If your offering is a goat, you are to present it before the LORD, 13lay your hand on its head and slaughter it in front of the tent of meeting. Then Aaron’s sons shall splash its blood against the sides of the altar. 14From what you offer you are to present this food offering to the LORD: the internal organs and all the fat that is connected to them, 15both kidneys with the fat on them near the loins, and the long lobe of the liver, which you will remove with the kidneys. 16The priest shall burn them on the altar as a food offering, a pleasing aroma. All the fat is the LORD’s.


17‘“This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come, wherever you live: you must not eat any fat or any blood.”’





Verse 1 describes the peace offering from the stance of the gift-giver. The gift-giver has the choice of choosing a bull or a cow, but either way the animal must be presented before the LORD ‘without blemish’ (ESV). That is, the gift must be whole and complete so that it can be accepted as a pleasing aroma to the LORD. Once brought to the Tent of Meeting, the gift-giver performs the familiar act of pressing his or her hand on the gift’s head and then slaughtering the animal (see also 1:4–5). While the sacrifice does not have an atoning function, the hand-pressing retains its purpose of identification between the gift-giver and the gift as the animal is transferred from life to death. The priest is then responsible for giving to the LORD all the parts of the gift that belong to him, which is the blood, the internal organs and fat (3:3–5, 16–17). This includes splashing the blood against the sides of the altar, arranging the organs and fat on top of the burnt offering and burning the pieces as a food offering that has a pleasing aroma to the LORD (3:5). The provisions for the fellowship offering of a lamb (3:6–11) and of a goat (3:12–16) follow the same sequence of actions.


While the fellowship offering is about celebrating peace in relationship with the LORD and within family community, the shape of the text highlights how we are to relate to God in a way that reflects peace in relationship. The gift-giver honours the LORD by ensuring that the gift represents wholeness and completeness, which is necessary for the gift to have a pleasing aroma (3:1–5, 6, 9–11, 14–16). Also, by giving to the LORD all that belongs to him (i.e., the blood and the fat), the gift-giver honours the LORD and all that belongs to him (3:16–17).


MOVING FORWARD INTO THE NEW TESTAMENT


Under the new covenant, we celebrate the relationship of peace that we have with God and, through him, with one another by the LORD’s Supper. The key difference between the fellowship offering and the LORD’s Supper is that the latter remembers that the peace we enjoy with God is solely through the blood of Jesus shed for us (Ephesians 2:14–18; Colossians 1:20). Through his blood, we have peace with God, and we extend that peace to one another (Colossians 3:15). It is good practice, therefore, to ensure that we are in relationships of peace with fellow believers before we share in the LORD’s Supper together.


However, Leviticus 3 moves beyond the celebration of peace in relationships to what this means for our relationship with God in everyday life. The shape of the passage reminds us that we are to give to God what belongs to him. We no longer offer the blood or fat of sacrifices as a food offering to God because Jesus’s gift of himself on our behalf is a once-for-all sacrifice (1 Peter 3:18; Hebrews 9:12). Yet it is because Jesus gave up his life for us that the teaching of Leviticus 3 is even more applicable now. Jesus bought our lives with his blood; our lives belong wholly to him (Romans 7:4).





5. The sin offering: reconciliation with the LORD • Leviticus 4:1–5:13



The sin (4:1–5:13) and guilt (5:14–6:7) offerings focus on restoring broken relationship when offence threatens the wholeness of covenant relationship with the LORD. While Leviticus 1:3–16 addressed the consequence of the brokenness of our humanity before God through the burnt offering, the sin offering is for a specific situation outlined in 4:2.20




The sin offering


4The LORD said to Moses, 2‘Say to the Israelites: “When anyone sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD’s commands – 


3‘“If the anointed priest sins, bringing guilt on the people, he must bring to the LORD a young bull without defect as a sin offeringa for the sin he has committed. 4He is to present the bull at the entrance to the tent of meeting before the LORD. He is to lay his hand on its head and slaughter it there before the LORD. 5Then the anointed priest shall take some of the bull’s blood and carry it into the tent of meeting. 6He is to dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle some of it seven times before the LORD, in front of the curtain of the sanctuary. 7The priest shall then put some of the blood on the horns of the altar of fragrant incense that is before the LORD in the tent of meeting. The rest of the bull’s blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 8He shall remove all the fat from the bull of the sin offering – all the fat that is connected to the internal organs, 9both kidneys with the fat on them near the loins, and the long lobe of the liver, which he will remove with the kidneys – 10just as the fat is removed from the oxb sacrificed as a fellowship offering. Then the priest shall burn them on the altar of burnt offering. 11But the hide of the bull and all its flesh, as well as the head and legs, the internal organs and the intestines – 12that is, all the rest of the bull – he must take outside the camp to a place ceremonially clean, where the ashes are thrown, and burn it there in a wood fire on the ash heap.


13‘“If the whole Israelite community sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD’s commands, even though the community is unaware of the matter, when they realise their guilt 14and the sin they committed becomes known, the assembly must bring a young bull as a sin offering and present it before the tent of meeting. 15The elders of the community are to lay their hands on the bull’s head before the LORD, and the bull shall be slaughtered before the LORD. 16Then the anointed priest is to take some of the bull’s blood into the tent of meeting. 17He shall dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle it before the LORD seven times in front of the curtain. 18He is to put some of the blood on the horns of the altar that is before the LORD in the tent of meeting. The rest of the blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 19He shall remove all the fat from it and burn it on the altar, 20and do with this bull just as he did with the bull for the sin offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for the community, and they will be forgiven. 21Then he shall take the bull outside the camp and burn it as he burned the first bull. This is the sin offering for the community.


22‘“When a leader sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the commands of the LORD his God, when he realises his guilt 23and the sin he has committed becomes known, he must bring as his offering a male goat without defect. 24He is to lay his hand on the goat’s head and slaughter it at the place where the burnt offering is slaughtered before the LORD. It is a sin offering. 25Then the priest shall take some of the blood of the sin offering with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering and pour out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar. 26He shall burn all the fat on the altar as he burned the fat of the fellowship offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for the leader’s sin, and he will be forgiven.


27‘“If any member of the community sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD’s commands, when they realise their guilt 28and the sin they have committed becomes known, they must bring as their offering for the sin they committed a female goat without defect. 29They are to lay their hand on the head of the sin offering and slaughter it at the place of the burnt offering. 30Then the priest is to take some of the blood with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering and pour out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar. 31They shall remove all the fat, just as the fat is removed from the fellowship offering, and the priest shall burn it on the altar as an aroma pleasing to the LORD. In this way the priest will make atonement for them, and they will be forgiven.


32‘“If someone brings a lamb as their sin offering, they are to bring a female without defect. 33They are to lay their hand on its head and slaughter it for a sin offering at the place where the burnt offering is slaughtered. 34Then the priest shall take some of the blood of the sin offering with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering and pour out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar. 35They shall remove all the fat, just as the fat is removed from the lamb of the fellowship offering, and the priest shall burn it on the altar on top of the food offerings presented to the LORD. In this way the priest will make atonement for them for the sin they have committed, and they will be forgiven.


5‘“If anyone sins because they do not speak up when they hear a public charge to testify regarding something they have seen or learned about, they will be held responsible.


2‘“If anyone becomes aware that they are guilty – if they unwittingly touch anything ceremonially unclean (whether the carcass of an unclean animal, wild or domestic, or of any unclean creature that moves along the ground) and they are unaware that they have become unclean, but then they come to realise their guilt; 3or if they touch human uncleanness (anything that would make them unclean) even though they are unaware of it, but then they learn of it and realise their guilt; 4or if anyone thoughtlessly takes an oath to do anything, whether good or evil (in any matter one might carelessly swear about) even though they are unaware of it, but then they learn of it and realise their guilt – 5when anyone becomes aware that they are guilty in any of these matters, they must confess in what way they have sinned. 6As a penalty for the sin they have committed, they must bring to the LORD a female lamb or goat from the flock as a sin offeringa; and the priest shall make atonement for them for their sin.


7‘“Anyone who cannot afford a lamb is to bring two doves or two young pigeons to the LORD as a penalty for their sin – one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering. 8They are to bring them to the priest, who shall first offer the one for the sin offering. He is to wring its head from its neck, not dividing it completely, 9and is to splash some of the blood of the sin offering against the side of the altar; the rest of the blood must be drained out at the base of the altar. It is a sin offering. 10The priest shall then offer the other as a burnt offering in the prescribed way and make atonement for them for the sin they have committed, and they will be forgiven.


11‘“If, however, they cannot afford two doves or two young pigeons, they are to bring as an offering for their sin a tenth of an ephahb of the finest flour for a sin offering. They must not put olive oil or incense on it, because it is a sin offering. 12They are to bring it to the priest, who shall take a handful of it as a memorialc portion and burn it on the altar on top of the food offerings presented to the LORD. It is a sin offering. 13In this way the priest will make atonement for them for any of these sins they have committed, and they will be forgiven. The rest of the offering will belong to the priest, as in the case of the grain offering.”’





a 3 Or purification offering; here and throughout this chapter


b 10 The Hebrew word can refer to either male or female.


a 6 Or purification offering; here and throughout this chapter


b 11 That is, probably about 1.6 kilograms


c 12 Or representative





The sin offering is for the situation where someone realises that he or she has broken the LORD’s commands (4:2). Verse 2 describes this action as sinning ‘unintentionally’. The Hebrew verb translated as ‘sins’ is [image: hātā] which is one word that contains two ideas. First, the action of [image: hātā] is to miss the path or the way. This also includes wandering from the path. When someone ‘sins unintentionally’, the path that is missed is that set out by God’s commands. God provides instructions for his people not to give unnecessary restrictions just because he can; rather, he commands his people to clearly point out how to maintain a peaceful relationship with him. When a person breaks God’s commands by doing what is not to be done, or by not doing what God has asked to be done, they have missed the path that God has set before them and have wandered from their way.


Second, while the verb is an action word, it conveys the idea that the action has incurred guilt, and this guilt has a penalty. This guilt is not about feeling guilty. Rather, guilt refers to an objective legal condition that is a consequence of doing what is prohibited or not doing what God has commanded. This guilt remains unless the penalty is paid. Both the action and the resulting guilt fracture our relationship with God. The sin offering deals with the offence of the action before God, while the guilt offering deals with the penalty incurred. Both are needed for the relationship between the offending Israelite and the LORD to be restored.


However, the person’s sin in 4:2 is ‘unintentional’, which suggests that the breaking of God’s command is unwitting. This encompasses several situations. It could be where a person does not know a command and, once it is known, realises they have done wrong. Or they might know the command, but they do what is prohibited without knowing.21 The idea is that the act of sinning was not deliberate, contrived or premeditated. The sin offering is God’s gracious provision for his people to acknowledge their guilt before him after sinning unintentionally and to restore their relationship with the LORD.


After 4:2 describes the situation in which a person should bring a sin offering to the LORD, 4:3–31 describes how different groups of people in the Israelite community should bring their sin offering: a priest (4:3–12), the whole community of Israel (4:13–21), a leader (4:22–26) and an individual (4:27–31). This list demonstrates that every person, irrespective of status or position, has the responsibility of bringing a sin offering. There are no exclusions; every person is accountable to God for their guilt when they have unintentionally broken God’s commands. Moreover, a community can wander from the path of obedience and of covenant faithfulness too. The act of sinning is not just an individual act; we can sin as a community and so are culpable together before God.


As noted above, the first set of instructions for the sin offering is for when a priest sins. The sin offering instructions describe the process for the priest first because of his status as a servant of the LORD who serves in his holy presence. As such, the guilt a priest incurs has consequence for the whole Israelite community. For this reason, 4:3 describes the situation: ‘If the anointed priest sins, bringing guilt on the people …’ Because his actions have consequences for the people, as well as himself, he is to bring a sin offering before the LORD ‘for the sin he has committed’. This offering is to be a ‘young bull’ with the characteristic of being without blemish. That is, the bull is to exemplify the characteristic of wholeness and completeness as a sin offering. If the bull’s sacrifice is to be for the sin committed, then the bull must represent what the gift-giver is not: one without blemish for the one with blemish.


The culpable priest, like any other person, is to bring the unblemished bull to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting (4:3–4). Although the priest’s status enables him to enter God’s presence, he cannot presume to do so because of his guilt. The priest presses his hand on the bull’s head as an act of identification after which he sacrifices the bull before the LORD (4:4). The priest is permitted to collect the bull’s blood himself and approach the curtain that separates the LORD’s Most Holy Place from the Holy Place where only the priests are allowed to serve (Exodus 26:31–35). With the blood of his sin offering, the priest is to stand before the separating curtain, dipping his finger into the blood and then sprinkling the blood seven times before the curtain (Leviticus 4:6). This is the first instance in Leviticus where we are introduced to the primary function of sacrificial blood. The blood of an unblemished sacrifice can purify. The reason for this is that blood represents the life of another (see 17:10–16) and when this life is without blemish, it can remove impurity from God’s presence. In this instance, the guilt caused by an act of sin is a kind of impurity. This impurity needs to be removed from God’s presence by a process of purification so that God’s holy presence can continue dwelling among his people.22 The act of sprinkling the blood seven times before the curtain represents the complete purification of the place where God’s presence dwells in the midst of his covenant nation.23


The priest then places blood on the sides of the altar that 4:7 describes is ‘before the LORD’. The rest of the blood is poured at the base of altar as the means by which blood is given to God. Just as the blood needs to be given to the LORD, so too does the fat. For this reason, 4:8–10 instructs the priest to take all the fat from the slaughtered bull and to burn the fat on the altar of the burnt offering. This way, all that belongs to the LORD is given to the LORD in the context of the sin offering.


While the blood and fat are given to the LORD, the bull has been sacrificed for the culpable priest’s sin and so, in its death, the bull now represents the culpability of the priest. The rest of the bull – all its flesh, head, legs, skin, internal organs – is not to be burnt before the LORD. Instead, it needs to be taken outside the camp and destroyed by burning (4:12).24 This is a significant step in the process. Since sin is a kind of impurity, it cannot remain in God’s presence nor among the Israelites (i.e., in the camp). The sacrificial bull needs to be removed from the place where God’s people live to represent the removal of sin from the covenant community.


Verses 13–21 then address a situation where the whole Israelite community sins unintentionally. That is, together they wander from God’s path by breaking God’s commands. Again, this situation is where the community is unaware or ignorant of what they have done, but at some point realise both their sin and their guilt before God (4:13). The process for their sin offering is very similar to that for the priest explained above. However, since the whole Israelite community is culpable and shares guilt, the elders as representatives press their hands on the bull’s head and the bull is then slaughtered. Once more, the hand-pressing identifies the bull with the culpability and guilt of the Israelite community. 


In 4:16–18, a priest has the responsibility for purifying the place where God’s presence dwells by sprinkling the blood seven times against the separating curtain (4:17) and then purifying the altar (4:18). The sacrifice achieves its goal through the death of the bull for the sin of the Israelite community. This goal is the purifying of the place where God’s presence dwells by the sacrificial blood, and by giving to God all parts of the sacrifice that belong to him. Verse 20 says, ‘In this way the priest will make atonement for the community and they will be forgiven.’


The root of the verb translated as ‘forgiven’ in 4:20 is salah˙, which means to restore relationship. Moreover, this restoration is the consequence of atonement being made.25 Atonement was achieved through the bull becoming sin for the culpable community and through the purification of the place where God dwells by the blood of an unblemished sacrifice. By atonement being made, the fracture in Israel’s relationship is overcome and the relationship restored. Felix Chingota observes that the ‘use of the passive voice, they will be forgiven, makes it clear that though the anointed priest is the one who performs the ritual, the actual forgiveness comes from the LORD’.26


In the remainder of the section on the sin offering, the text describes the sin offering for a leader (4:22–26), for any individual in the community (4:27–31), when a lamb is offered instead of a bull (4:32–35) and where someone fails to give testimony in a justice process (5:1–13). Each sin offering process, irrespective of the situation, repeats the same steps as explained above for the priest and for the Israelite community. The repetition teaches us that when individuals or the community have broken God’s commands and so are guilty, they are to seek restoration of their relationship with God by the sacrifice of an unblemished bull for their sin.


MOVING FORWARD INTO THE NEW TESTAMENT


Regardless of who we are, we have all sinned (Romans 3:9–23; 5:12–19). That is, we have all thought, desired and acted in ways where we have wandered away from right relationship with God. We are all guilty. The consequence, as seen with the slaughter of each sacrifice, is death because anyone who is impure cannot be in a peaceful relationship with a holy God nor live in his presence. Since a holy God dwelled in Israel’s midst, they had to bring bull after bull to seek forgiveness. But this came to a chilling climax when the impurity of Israel’s sin and guilt reached such a point that their sin offerings failed, and God removed his people into exile (Isaiah 1:2–25; Micah 6:6–16). There was a need for a permanent solution if God’s presence were to be restored permanently among his covenant people and there be life, not death or exile.


This is one reason Jesus came to live among us and shared our humanity. By becoming human, he became like us so that he can represent us and be identified with us (Hebrews 2:14–18). His character was without blemish, and he died physically whole (Hebrews 2:17–18; 1 Peter 1:19). Because he identified with us in our humanity, he could become sin for us in his unblemished sacrifice (2 Corinthians 5:21). He also suffered the consequence of our sin on the cross where he endured the separation from God that our sin and guilt deserved (Matthew 27:45–46). Where there was no provision for atonement and reconciliation, whether it be in Leviticus 4:1–5:13 or later in 20:1–17, Jesus’s sacrifice is effective to cover all our sin and guilt – past, present and future. Such is the abundance of grace to be found in Jesus (Romans 5:20–21). We are freed from carrying the burden of our guilt because our guilt has been effectively dealt with. But, as the apostle Paul states clearly and strongly in Romans 6:1–14, knowing that we have received this grace, we do not persist in sin. To do so would be to presume on the grace we have received in Christ. Instead, knowing that Jesus has dealt with the impurity and guilt of our sin for us, we actively turn away from that sin and seek to live with integrity as we follow Jesus.


Moreover, the blood of Jesus’s unblemished sacrifice is a powerful purifier for us. His blood has purified God’s heavenly dwelling place in his once-for-all sacrifice (Hebrews 9:11–28). His blood restores us to a pure condition so that God’s presence can dwell among us without fear of consequence. In ‘the already and the not yet’, between Jesus’s ascension and when he returns again, Jesus has sent his Spirit to live in us, and this is only possible because we have been purified by his blood (Acts 2:14–39).27 The Holy Spirit dwelling in us now is a guarantee of our future beyond physical death when God’s presence will be restored permanently in the midst of his covenant people in the new heavens and the new earth (Ephesians 1:13–14; Revelation 21–22). As we await this glorious future now, we belong to God and serve him because we have been purified by the blood of Christ (Hebrews 9:14).





6. The guilt offering: dealing with the penalty of our guilt • Leviticus 5:14–6:7



The purpose of the guilt offering is to make reparation when an Israelite has offended the LORD (5:14–16, 17–19) or a neighbour by damaging their property (6:1–7).




The guilt offering


14The LORD said to Moses: 15‘When anyone is unfaithful to the LORD by sinning unintentionally in regard to any of the LORD’s holy things, they are to bring to the LORD as a penalty a ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value in silver, according to the sanctuary shekel.d It is a guilt offering. 16They must make restitution for what they have failed to do in regard to the holy things, pay an additional penalty of a fifth of its value and give it all to the priest. The priest will make atonement for them with the ram as a guilt offering, and they will be forgiven.


17‘If anyone sins and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD’s commands, even though they do not know it, they are guilty and will be held responsible. 18They are to bring to the priest as a guilt offering a ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value. In this way the priest will make atonement for them for the wrong they have committed unintentionally, and they will be forgiven. 19It is a guilt offering; they have been guilty ofe wrongdoing against the LORD.’


6aThe LORD said to Moses: 2‘If anyone sins and is unfaithful to the LORD by deceiving a neighbour about something entrusted to them or left in their care or about something stolen, or if they cheat their neighbour, 3or if they find lost property and lie about it, or if they swear falsely about any such sin that people may commit – 4when they sin in any of these ways and realise their guilt, they must return what they have stolen or taken by extortion, or what was entrusted to them, or the lost property they found, 5or whatever it was they swore falsely about. They must make restitution in full, add a fifth of the value to it and give it all to the owner on the day they present their guilt offering. 6And as a penalty they must bring to the priest, that is, to the LORD, their guilt offering, a ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value. 7In this way the priest will make atonement for them before the LORD, and they will be forgiven for any of the things they did that made them guilty.’





d 15 That is, about 12 grams


e 19 Or offering; atonement has been made for their


a In Hebrew texts 6:1-7 is numbered 5:20-26, and 6:8-30 is numbered 6:1-23.





The first situation in 5:14–16 is where an Israelite has been unfaithful to the LORD by sinning against the LORD’s ‘holy things’ (5:15). ‘Holy things’ refers to anything that has been dedicated to the LORD, which includes property such as the Tent of Meeting, gifts given to the LORD and food to be given to priests. Once again, 5:15 reminds the reader that the offence was not intentional. In this situation, the guilt offering has two stages. The first stage in 5:16 is the Israelite bringing to the Tent of Meeting an unblemished ram for a guilt offering. This ram is called a ‘penalty’, that is, the price of the guilt incurred by the wrongdoing against the LORD’s property. For this reason, the ram is also to be given a monetary value (i.e., silver shekels).


The second stage of the guilt offering is financial compensation where the Israelite must add an additional one-fifth of the ram’s monetary value (5:16). This payment of an additional one-fifth has the purpose of making reparation for the wrongdoing and seeks in good faith to restore the relationship with the LORD. Once the penalty of the ram and the financial compensation are given to the priest, it is the responsibility of the priest to make atonement with the ram as the ‘penalty’. The goal of the whole process is for the Israelite who committed the wrong to be restored in relationship with the LORD and so be forgiven. The second situation in 5:17–19 echoes 4:2, which is when anyone wanders from the LORD’s path by doing what the LORD has prohibited (5:17).


The third situation in 6:1–7 is when an Israelite has wronged his or her neighbour by committing an offence against their property (6:2–3). Significantly, 6:2 begins the situation with, ‘If anyone sins and is unfaithful to the LORD …’ Offence against a neighbour is first an act of unfaithfulness against God. For this reason, there are two parts to the guilt offering process once the Israelite realises that he or she is guilty of the offence. The first part is the restoration of the property to the neighbour, plus an additional payment of one-fifth of the property’s value (6:4–5). This restitution is to be completed by the Israelite on the day that he or she brings a guilt offering to the LORD, which is the second part of the process. This guilt offering of an unblemished ram is the penalty for the offence against the LORD (6:6). The priest then makes atonement with the ram to remove the person’s guilt, and the Israelite is forgiven their offence.


MOVING FORWARD INTO THE NEW TESTAMENT


While the sin offering is concerned with the removal of sin and guilt from the Israelite community, the guilt offering is about paying the penalty of guilt when an Israelite has sinned against the LORD.28 The penalty is dealt with by the sacrifice of the ram, which provides atonement through its death. The fact that the penalty can only be satisfied with the death of an offering in the gift-giver’s place suggests that the only acceptable penalty is that of a life. Such is the seriousness of our unfaithfulness against God. Like the sin offering, a permanent solution is needed because we stubbornly continue to be unfaithful, whether we come to the knowledge of our sin or not. Irrespective, we remain culpable for our guilt, and we have a debt owing to God. This debt is impossible to satisfy by ourselves. This makes Jesus’s death on our behalf remarkable. He not only became sin for us in his unblemished sacrifice, but he also atoned for the penalty of our guilt with his own life (Colossians 2:14).
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