
Blood
Leviticus 17:1-16

In the New King James translation, this chapter is given the 
title, “The Sanctity of Blood.”  And that raises the obvious 
question, why is blood considered sacred?  Why is blood set 
apart as holy?  Especially in this sense of,

I. A PROHIBITION AGAINST EATING BLOOD.
And that is what this chapter is all about.
v.12
This prohibition is given with a stern warning,
v.10

The Old Testament religion was simple, in many ways.  You 
eat blood, you are cut off from among the people.  You eat blood, 
and God will set his face against you, in judgment and 
condemnation.  But for us, that seems a bit harsh, if not quite a bit 
strange.

So Leviticus 17 forms a great transition in this book, for what 
follows, beginning with chapter 18, is what is often called the 
holiness code.  The specific laws that embody what it means for 
God’s people to be holy.  Specific case law.  And in many ways, 
chapter 17 is attached to that as an introduction.  

But it is also attached to everything that we have been 
studying in the first 16 chapters, as a summation and overview of 
all those sacrifices.  Those bloody sacrifices.  This chapter draws 
together themes that run through those previous sixteen chapters, 
themes all of which center upon blood. 

So the question is, “Why?”  What is it about blood that makes 
it so special?  Why the prohibition against eating blood?  The 

answer lies in understanding the special significance of blood in 
the sacrifices.  With the obvious realization that,

A.  Sacrifices of worship must be brought to the 
tabernacle.

v.8-9

These regulations in chapter 17 are actually designed to keep 
a layman from making a terrible mistake, from killing the main 
sacrificial animals--ox, sheep, or goats, anywhere except in the 
tabernacle.

He might be tempted to kill one of those animals for his food, 
forgetting that the blood was to be used for the ceremonial 
offerings prescribed by Moses.  So he was forbidden.

v.1-4

“He has shed blood.”  That simply means, he has killed!  And 
he has failed to offer the animal as a sacrifice of worship.  He 
shall be cut off.

The offense is as serious as murder.  “The guilt of bloodshed 
shall be imputed to that man. He has shed blood.”

This is essentially a matter of a man’s private affairs, and 
obviously there was little meat used as common food in those 
days.  It was primarily consumed on feast days.  All their meat 
was to become a ‘peace offering.’

v.5

This law could be effective only when eating meat was a rare 
luxury, and when everyone lived close to the sanctuary as during 
the wilderness wanderings.  So after the people of Israel entered 
the promised land and were further away from the tabernacle, it 
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was no longer feasible to insist that all slaughtering of animals be 
restricted to the sanctuary, God actually relaxed these regulations 
a bit, allowing the killing and eating of animals as long as there 
was no blood.  But still the emphasis was upon the sanctity of 
blood. 

Deut. 12:13 “Take heed to yourself that you do not offer your 
burnt offerings in every place that you see; 14 “but in the place 
which the LORD chooses, in one of your tribes, there you shall 
offer your burnt offerings, and there you shall do all that I 
command you. 15 “However, you may slaughter and eat meat 
within all your gates, whatever your heart desires, according to 
the blessing of the LORD your God which He has given you; the 
unclean and the clean may eat of it, of the gazelle and the deer 
alike. 16 “Only you shall not eat the blood; you shall pour it on the 
earth like water.”

And the point is...There is a great precaution embodied in all 
of this, the warning against idolatry.  And that is why those who 
violated these blood regulations would be cut off, for instead of 
bringing their sacrifices of blood to the Lord, in his tabernacle, 
they would bring them to idols.

v.5-7

“Demons” in verse 7 are “goat idols,” believed to be demons 
that took the shape of goats.  And according to,

Ex. 22:20  “He who sacrifices to any god, except to the LORD 
only, he shall be utterly destroyed.”

You see, the heathen nations would pour out the blood of 
animals into a hole or trench in the ground, as food for their gods, 
and there the dead were consulted.  And God’s people must not 
do that.  The grand object of these commands was to prevent 
idolatry. 

B. Sacrifices of worship must be offered to Jehovah 
alone.

That goes back to the first commandment, doesn’t it?
Ex. 20:2  “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 3 “You shall have 
no other gods before Me.”

That grand principle still applies.  We must worship Jehovah 
alone.  No other gods.

And who are the other gods of our age?  Let me mention just 
a few.  How about the god of organized, professional athletics.  
Such as football.  Surely, there will be acts of great devotion and 
sacrifice this afternoon and evening all across our nation, far 
more devotion granted to a single, ultimately meaningless football 
game than given to the creator of heaven and earth.  And if you 
think about it, all the elements of worship are there.  Sacrifice.  
Devotion. Commitment of time and energy, to say nothing of 
money.  Loyalty.  Praise and honor and glory.

And if you watch the commercials, so also the god of 
mammon.  Then there is the god of self, self-fulfillment and self-
actualization that transcends any greater goal.  The god of 
happiness, security, comfort, entertainment, intellectual or 
academic achievement, power, affluence.  The god of choice, 
which exalts above all else the autonomy of human decisions.

Call it whatever you want.  There is much idolatry in our land.  
There is much pouring out of blood to false gods.  All in violation 
of the broader principles of Leviticus 17.  

But let me come back to the specific focus, the prohibition 
against eating blood.  Let me give you two broad principles for 
understanding this prohibition.  And neither of them have anything 
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to do with our modern aversion to red meat because of all the 
cholesterol.  There is nothing here about the necessity or 
obligation of new covenant believers to abstain from meat 
because of medical considerations.

That may be a wise thing to do, for health reasons, but that is 
a whole other subject.  And actually, the specific regulations of 
eating blood are part of the ceremonial code of the Old Covenant 
that was done away with in Christ.  So we are not under these 
blood restrictions as a matter of moral obligation.  For as I’ve read 
in previous weeks from Hebrews 9, these old covenant 
ceremonial regulations are symbolic, “concerned only with foods 
and drinks, various washings, and fleshly ordinances imposed 
until the time of reformation.”

So the reason for the prohibition against eating blood has 
nothing to do with what your cardiologist tells you about your diet.  
Instead, it has to do, first of all, with a broad moral principle that is 
grossly violated in our day.

II. THE SANCTITY OF LIFE.
The reason that blood was sacred is because life is sacred.  

And,

A.  The blood of a creature represents its life.
v.11

Now, we are going to come back to this verse, because it is 
probably the most important verse in this chapter, but for now, let 
me emphasize the first phrase.  “The life is in the blood.”

Physicians can argue and debate whether the difference 
between life and death has to do with the brain waves or the 
cardiovascular system, but the Bible simplifies that argument for 

us.  “The life is in the blood.”  Therefore, we read explicitly in,
v.14

Now, I want to take this principle a little bit deeper.  Think 
about the garden of Eden.  Think about how God evaluated their 
existence in the garden.  “It was all very good.”

Of course it was.  God had created it, and before the fall, 
because it was all very good, there was no death.  No death of 
any living creature, living soul, as the Hebrew words literally 
translate.  And that refers to both man and animals.  Both are 
called living souls.

Gen. 1:30  “Also, to every beast of the earth, to every bird of 
the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, in which there 
is life [or literally a living soul], I have given every green herb for 
food”; and it was so.”

So men and all the creatures had life!  A life represented by 
the flowing of their blood.  And what did they eat, man and the 
beasts?  “Every green herb.”  In other words, they were all 
vegetarians.  Because it was all very good, and because it was all 
very good, there was no death!

Only after the flood was that prohibition lifted, and only then 
was man permitted to eat animals.

Gen. 9:3 “Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you. I 
have given you all things, even as the green herbs.”

But even then, a restriction was maintained,
Gen.9:4  “But you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its 

blood.”

Blood was sacred in the Old Testament because life was 
sacred!  And, therefore, it follows that life is sacred.  We’ll talk 
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about man in just a moment, but first the animals.

B.  The life of all creatures must be respected.
Look at how that is expressed in the ceremonial regulations of 

Leviticus 17.
v.13-16

In a real sense, he’s talking about hunting here.  “The previous 
laws dealt with domesticated animals, sheep and goats, and the 
sacrificial animals, but in these verses the focus is upon the wild 
game.  Did the same rules apply?  Did they have to be killed in 
the court of the tabernacle?  Could their blood be eaten?  What 
happens if an animal is found that has died naturally or been 
killed by other animals?  May one eat it?  This paragraph answers 
such questions.”

The bottom line is that only one of those provisions applies to 
wild game, namely the prohibition against eating blood.  With that 
prohibition are the corresponding ceremonial defilements 
requiring cleansing and atonement.  

But otherwise, wild animals could be killed and eaten.  Men 
were free to hunt for food.  Yet, in this context, remember the 
seriousness of what it means the shed blood of a living creature.  
It really ought not to be done as a mere sport.

I don’t ever wish to be a hypocrite, and the New Testament 
clearly affirms the right to eat meat, the Christian freedom to eat 
all meat.  There is no ceremonial defilement in the new covenant.  
And the right to eat meat includes, of necessity the right to kill 
animals.  And to hunt them for that purpose.

But the broad principle abides, I believe, that the life of the 
creatures ought to be respected, though hunting for food is 

permitted.  As we’ll see in a moment, there is a vast difference 
between the life of a beast and the life of a man, yet even so, at 
this point, though killing for food is morally acceptable in the new 
covenant, we must grant a proper respect to the life of all 
creatures. 

In the words of,
Prov. 12:10  “A righteous man regards the life of his animal.”

So killing ought not to be merely a sport.  But let’s move on to 
the subject of even greater importance.

C. The life of all mankind must be considered sacred.
There is something distinct about human life, for, unlike the 

creatures and beasts of the field, we have been created in God’s 
image.  We relate to God in a moral way, in a personal way, and 
in a responsible way.  We are not mere creatures of instinct, but 
rather are subject to the moral and spiritual consequences of our 
actions.  Actually, both curses and blesses, depending upon what 
those actions might be.

But as human beings, there is something distinct about us, 
that renders the sanctity of our lives to be of utmost concern.  
Note how God defines that in Genesis 9.  There was a reason I 
took you back to Genesis 9 a few moments ago, with regard to 
the life of animals, and that is so that we could return there and 
talk about the sanctity of human life.

Gen. 9:5  “Surely for your lifeblood I will demand a reckoning; 
from the hand of every beast I will require it, and from the hand of 
man. From the hand of every man's brother I will require the life of 
man. 6 “Whoever sheds man's blood, By man his blood shall be 
shed; For in the image of God He made man. 7 And as for you, 
be fruitful and multiply; Bring forth abundantly in the earth And 
multiply in it.”
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There is a principle of justice there that establishes the right of 
a civil government to exercise capital punishment.  And the right 
is based upon the idea of our creation in the image of God. 

If you shed the blood of a man, or in other words, kill him, the 
civil government established among men has the responsibility to 
punish you with death.  There is no other restitution possible.  No 
other means for the requirements of justice to be satisfied.

A couple thoughts about this. One very obvious.  This is the 
responsibility of the civil government, not the individual person, 
made clear by Paul’s instructions in Romans 13, where he 
declares that the governing authority that exists among men 
“does not bear the sword in vain; for he is God’s minister, an 
avenger to execute wrath on him who practices evil.”

Notice that the governing authority is God’s minister!  So, 
ultimately, it is God himself who requires this justice.  So man, in 
his own individual authority, is forbidden to seek vengeance.  
Specifically,

Rom. 12:19  “Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather 
give place to wrath; for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will 
repay,” says the Lord.”

And this is how God repays!  He uses his ministers, the civil 
authorities, to put to death the murderer.

Now, a lot of sincere, genuine Christians believe firmly that 
capital punishment itself is wrong, that a government putting 
someone to death is also a violation of the sanctity of human life.  
When I was in college, I would have counted myself among those 
who believed that.  But that view ignores this principle of justice 
Genesis 9.  Capital punishment, rightly and consistently 

administered, promotes the sanctity of human by declaring that 
no other punishment fits the crime.

Dear ones, I don’t need to tell you that we live in a day and an 
age in which the sanctity of human life is grossly abused.  Indeed, 
human life is no different than the life of brute beasts, and when 
that life is inconvenient, when it is unwanted, we simply kill it.

There is a terrible, terrible inclination to consider life not worth 
living if someone is elderly or infirm.  The answer in our day is 
assisted suicide, and what it does is outright deny this principle of 
the sanctity of life.  An elderly man or woman is not a horse, 
whom you take out in the field and shot when it breaks a leg.  A 
man or a woman is created in God’s image.  We bear that stamp 
throughout life, and we must honor it.  Period.

Medical technology, for all its good advances, has really 
served us poorly in this area, mainly because of the absence of 
consistent medical ethics.  Sanctity of life does not require so-
called heroic measures.  The sanctity of life does not require that 
you undergo every procedure or every treatment that every doctor 
can imagine.  Terminally ill cancer patients don’t need to undergo 
round and round of chemotherapy, so they can stay alive three 
more months on chemotherapy.  There is no necessity to prolong 
death, and we need to recognize terminal illness for what it is.  
And face death square in the eyes and say, “I’m not afraid to die.”  
And die willingly, when it is obvious that God’s providence has 
brought about those circumstances.

But that’s a far cry from killing people, either by lethal injection 
of drugs or even by dehydration or unnecessary starvation.  
When there is life, when the breath of life resides in the body of a 
human being, then we ought to honor that life as sacred, the gift 
of God himself.  Until God himself removes it.
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And the same, most obviously, must be said of the youngest, 
and most vulnerable among human beings.  Don’t let 45 years of 
legal abortion rights wear you down in your heart and soul.  The 
killing of unborn children is just that, and the reason they are 
killed is because they are not wanted.  And now that is the only 
difference between an infant whose life is intentionally ended by a 
physician under the legal protection of our court system, and 
another infant whose life is saved by the ordinary use of very 
sophisticated medical attention.

Dear ones, the humanity and the sanctity of a little baby is not 
established by the desires and choices of the parents.  They were 
established by God.  How dare we ever think that such a life 
could be ended just because it is unwanted!

Turn with me to,
Lev. 20:1 Then the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 2 “Again, 

you shall say to the children of Israel: ‘Whoever of the children of 
Israel, or of the strangers who dwell in Israel, who gives any of his 
descendants to Molech, he shall surely be put to death. The 
people of the land shall stone him with stones.”

What does it mean to give your descendants to Molech?  It 
means that you kill your children, that you offer your own children 
as a sacrifice to the false god of Molech.  And the sacrifice was by 
fire.

Lev. 18:21 ‘And you shall not let any of your descendants pass 
through the fire to Molech, nor shall you profane the name of your 
God: I am the LORD.”

Also, Deut. 12:29 “When the LORD your God cuts off from 
before you the nations which you go to dispossess, and you 
displace them and dwell in their land, 30 “take heed to yourself 
that you are not ensnared to follow them, after they are destroyed 

from before you, and that you do not inquire after their gods, 
saying, ‘How did these nations serve their gods? I also will do 
likewise.’ 31 “You shall not worship the LORD your God in that 
way; for every abomination to the LORD which He hates they 
have done to their gods; for they burn even their sons and 
daughters in the fire to their gods.”

The people of Canaan would burn their sons and daughters in 
the fire to the god of Molech.  The people of our day burn their 
sons and daughters in the fires of abortion to the god of 
mammon.  Or the god of self.  Or the god of choice.  The god 
convenience.

And it is detestable.  This principle is the necessary foundation 
that must be re-laid in our country, in the modern culture, for we 
have all but lost it.  The life of all mankind must be considered 
sacred.  

According to Leviticus 17, the life is in the blood, and the blood 
is sacred.  That’s the first reason for the Old Covenant prohibition 
against eating blood.  

The second reason is that there is a sacred purpose for blood.  
And understanding that purpose in the context of the Old 
Covenant will certainly help you understand the meaning of the 
New Covenant.  The purpose is atonement. 

III. ATONEMENT IS IN THE BLOOD.
And that is true of both the Old and the New Covenants.  So 

what was,

A.  The sacred purpose of blood in the Old Covenant?
...the reason the people were prohibited to eat blood.
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Simple.  Blood is used for atonement, not for food.
v.11

When the lifeblood was poured out, unto death, there was 
atonement.  We’ve been studying that idea every week in this 
study of Leviticus.  That’s what the whole first half of the book is 
about.

And there is no greater explanation of that principle than those 
great words found in,

Heb. 9:18  “Therefore not even the first covenant was 
dedicated without blood. 19 For when Moses had spoken every 
precept to all the people according to the law, he took the blood of 
calves and goats, with water, scarlet wool, and hyssop, and 
sprinkled both the book itself and all the people, 20 saying, “This 
is the blood of the covenant which God has commanded you.” 21 
Then likewise he sprinkled with blood both the tabernacle and all 
the vessels of the ministry. 22 And according to the law almost all 
things are purified with blood, and without shedding of blood there 
is no remission.”

God was teaching his Old Covenant people something, when 
they were forbidden to eat blood.  He was teaching them about 
redemption.  About salvation.  About atonement.

And those are rich lessons for us all to learn.  I hope you have 
learned some of them these past weeks of our study of this book, 
because that is the point of this whole study--to recognize how it 
is that the sins of fallen creatures can be atoned for, so that those 
sinful creatures can have a restored relationship with a holy God.

Justice had to be satisfied.  And the demands of God’s justice 
were steep.  They were proclaimed explicitly to Adam and Eve.  
“Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, 

for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”

In the language of the Apostle Paul, “the wages of sin is 
death.”  That’s what you should learn from these ceremonial 
regulations regarding blood.  And how does that carry over into 
the New Testament?  What is,

B. The sacred purpose of blood in the New Covenant.
Well, in essence, the very same thing.  Atonement.

“Without shedding of blood there is no remission.”  But the 
atoning blood of the new covenant is not the blood of bulls and 
goats.  The blood of the new covenant which is poured out for the 
forgiveness of sins, is the blood of Jesus.  

And he not only teaches us that, he shows it to us in a visual 
form.  We read in,

Mat.26:27 Then He took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it 
to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you. 28 “For this is My blood 
of the new covenant, which is shed for many for the remission of 
sins.”

Dear ones, we do have a bloody religion.  It still is a religion of 
blood.  Yet thankfully, with the advancements of the new 
covenant, we no longer are obligated to worship with the literal 
blood of these sacrifices from Leviticus.  But everything they 
represent points us to the blood of Christ.

And so we still worship with the symbolism of blood.  In fact, 
we, as priests, actually eat and drink of blood, the blood of Jesus.  
And those are the spiritual realities of this new covenant.

For Jesus says to us,
John 6:53  “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless you eat the 
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flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in 
you. 54 “Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal 
life, and I will raise him up at the last day. 55 “For My flesh is food 
indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. 56 “He who eats My flesh 
and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him.”

Interesting, isn’t it, that in the Old Covenant, because of the 
sanctity of blood, the worshiper was prohibited from drinking 
blood at all, upon the pain of death.

But in the New Covenant, the worshiper is commanded to 
drink that blood, in order to have life.  The blood of Jesus.  So 
drink deeply this afternoon!  Quench your thirst.  By faith, drink his 
blood.  And live, abide, in him.    
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