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Bible 101:  Leviticus and Numbers 
January 26, 2022 

Leviticus Chapter 16 verses 26-34 – Day of Atonement 
 

Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Introduction 
 
From our perspective as lay (non-clergy) members of the Christian church, Leviticus and 
Numbers are two of the most obscure books of the Bible.  Passages from Leviticus or Numbers 
only appear four times in the three-year cycle of readings for services—Cycle A, Epiphany 8, 
Lev. 19:1-2,18; Cycle B, Lent 4, Num. 21:1-9; and Cycle B, 21st Sunday after Pentecost, Num. 
11:1-6,10-16, 24-29; and Cycle C, 10th Sunday after Pentecost, Lev. 18:1-5, 19:9-18.    
 
As discussed in the last lesson, Exodus chapters 25 through the concluding chapter 40, all of 
Leviticus  and Numbers chapter 1 through chapter 10 verse 10 are the laws and moral codes of 
Israel.  Collectively they are referred to as the Law within and outside the Bible.  They are 
presented as a dictation from the Lord to Moses during the stay of the Israelites at Mount Sinai. 
 
The books of Leviticus and Numbers most likely were put in their final form in the era of the 
Babylonian captivity and the return--6th century to 4th BC, during the Babylonian captivity and 
subsequent return to Palestine.  The name Leviticus is derived from Levi, the third son of Jacob.  
Aaron, a descended from Levi, was the first High Priest and the tribe of Levi was the hereditary 
source of the priestly class.  The title of the book references that much of the text in Leviticus 
refers to the duties and codes of the priests.  Numbers is so named because the book opens 
with the census of the tribes of Israel.  (No, there will not be a quiz at the end of the lesson.) 
 
Although reading the laws and codes in Leviticus and Numbers may sound strange or puzzling 
to our suburban 21st century ears, we should keep in mind these points: 

• When these laws were first collected, the economic base was agriculture—cultivation of 
grains, olives, and other foods; and the raising of sheep and other livestock.  Many of 
the legal codes are based on or reference this. 

• There is no separate judicial system or prisons.  One of the aims of the codes is that the 
one who sinned or committed a crime must pay the prescribed penalty.  Thus, the 
community enforces it civic and moral norms, preventing an unending cycle of 
retribution by the person offended or his or her family.  For religious violations, other 
than those that have a penalty of death, the offending person is cleansed of guilt and is 
restored to the community. 

• In the context of the Biblical narrative of the flight from Egypt, these laws and codes 
provided a foundation for the development of the Israelites into a covenant people 
unified in obedience to the Lord and prepared to enter the land promised to them. 

• The Law continued to guide Israel throughout its history as recorded in the Bible.  One 
of the highpoints of the return to Jerusalem from the Babylonian captivity was the 
finding of the scrolls of the Law and the people rededicating themselves to following it.  
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We see many references to it in the New Testament, both in the Gospels and the letters 
of Paul and other apostles. 

 
Below are separate sections on Leviticus and Numbers and a summary.  Each of the sections on 
Leviticus and Numbers contains subsets describing the contents of the material and some 
examples of the laws and codes.  The summary discusses the overarching themes in The Law or 
holiness and justice. 
 
Leviticus 
 
Chapters 1 through 7 prescribe various types of offering such as grain, sin, burnt, and 
fellowship.  They detail the grains and animals in the sacrifice and the rites and procedures.  
Some examples are: 

• Grain offering, chapter 2 verses 1 through 3—“When someone brings a grain offering to 
the Lord, his offering is to be of fine flour.  He is to put oil on it and take it to Aaron’s 
sons, the priests.  The priest shall take a handful of flour and oil, together with the 
incense, and burn this a memorial potion on the altar, an offering made by fire. an 
aroma pleasing to the Lord.  The rest of the grain offering belongs to Aaron and his  
sons,  it is a most holy part of the offering made to the Lord by fire.” 

• Guilt offering, chapter 5 verse 2, 5, and 6—“if a person touches anything ceremonially 
unclean—whether the carcass of an unclean wild animal or unclean livestock or of 
unclean creatures that move across the ground—even though he is unaware of it, he 
has become unclean and guilty. … When anyone is guilty of any of these ways, he must 
confess in what way he has sinned and as a penalty for the sin he has committed, he 
must bring to the Lord a female lamb or goat from the flock as a sin offering; and the 
priest shall make atonement for him for the sin.”  

 
Chapters 8 through 10 describe the ordination of Aaron and his sons as the priestly class of 
Israel.  The text provides detailed descriptions of the ceremonies and accompanying sacrifices.   
Chapters 21 and 22 provide additional descriptions of the duties of the priests.  
 
Chapters 11 and 17 are the laws regarding clean (kosher) and unclean foods.  Here are some 
examples from chapter 11:  

• Verse 9 and 10—"Of the creatures living in the waters of the seas and oceans you may 
eat of those that have fins and scales.  … Those that do not have fins and scales .., you 
are to detest.”  Crabs, lobsters, clams, and mussels, among other crustaceans and 
bivalves, are ritually unclean.   

• Verse 29—“Of the animals that move about the ground, these are unclean for you:  the 
weasel, the rat, any kind of great lizard, the gecko, the monitor lizard, the gill lizard, the 
skink, and the chameleon.” 

 
Commentators continue to debate if there are health reasons behind these laws or if they are 
additional ways for the Israelites to separate themselves from other peoples in the region. 
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Chapter 12 has the rules for purification rites and sacrifices of mothers after childbirth.  Verse 8 
states that two doves or pigeons are an acceptable sacrifice.  The Gospel of Luke references this 
in chapter 2 verses 27-28:  “When the time of purification according to the Law of Moses had 
been completed, Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Jerusalem to present him to Lord.”  The 
subsequent verses in Luke are the stories of the blessings by Simeon and Anna. 
 
Chapters 13 through 15 are the laws concerning certain health and disease situations.  Chapter 
14 focuses on ritual purification following an outbreak of skin diseases.  The Gospels use the 
term “leprosy” for all these conditions.  Jeus’s healing of lepers is frequently mentioned—a 
prime example is the healing of 10 lepers as found in Luke chapter 17 verses  11 through 19. 
 
Chapter 16 is the most important chapter in Leviticus as it initiates the Day of Atonement.  We 
also know it by its Hebrew name Yom Kippur.  Verses 1 through 25 describe the first ceremony 
as performed by Aaron.  It features the placing of his hands on a bull or goat or heifer as a 
symbolic transfer of the sins of the people onto the animals.  The bull is sacrificed and 
consumed.  The goat is led out of the camp into the wilderness—the origin of our word 
“scapegoat”.  In verses 27 through 34 the Lord commands that this festival will be observed 
annually on the 10th day of the seventh month or ten days after Rosh Hashanah.  Modern 
Judaism observes Yom Kippur as a day of fasting, confession, and prayer.  Together, Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur are known as the High Holy Days. 
 
Chapter 17 was combined with Chapter 11 in the above discussion on dietary laws. 
 
Chapters 18 through 20 mainly contains a list of proscribed sexual practices and their 
punishments.  The laws in this chapter are the basis of John the Baptizer’s condemnation of 
King Herod’s marriage. 
 
Chapter 19 also has some additional, miscellaneous commands.  Below are two examples that 
parallel two of the Ten Commandments: 

• Verse 3—“Each of you must respect his mother and father, and you must observe my 
Sabbaths.  I, the Lord your God, am holy.” 

• Verse 4—“Do not make idols of other gods of cast metal for yourselves.   I am the Lord 
your God. 

 
Chapter 23 and 24 provides details on observances of the Sabbath and specified feasts, and 
other ceremonial practices.   
 
Chapter 25  commands the observance of two events—the Sabbath Year and the Year of 
Jubilee.  The Sabbath year occurs every seventh year and during it the fields are to remain 
fallow; that is, they are not to be tilled or planted, and slaves are freed.  The Year of Jubilee 
occurs as the seventh Sabbath Year since the last Year of Jubilee.  The Sabbath Year practices 
are observed, debt obligations are removed, and special rules are in place regarding the 
treatment of slaves. 
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Chapter 27 are laws referring to the redemption of people, property, and animals that were 
dedicated to God.  The payment of the proscribed amount will release the obligation. 
 
Chapter 26 is saved for the end as it can be seen as a summary of the entire book of Leviticus 
and a reminder of the covenant.  The theme of the chapter is obedience.  In verses 1-13 God 
promises certain blessings of protection and abundance on the Israelites if they obey His 
commandments.   From verses 14 to the end of the chapter is a description of the punishments 
for disobedience.  This obedience-disobedience dichotomy is a reminder of the covenant made 
at Mount Sinai. 
 
Numbers 
 
The first four chapters are the results of the censuses of the tribes of Israel.  The total 
population is 625,000 people.  There is wide disagreement among the scholars and 
commenters as how to interpret the counts as factual or symbolic. 
 
Chapters 5 has two sections.  Verses 1 through 5 proscribe the isolation of those that are 
suffering from skin diseases.   The remainder of the chapter contains rules for marital relations, 
including a detailed and unscientific test for detecting an unfaithful wife. 
 
Chapter 6 lays out the rules for Naderites.  These are men and women that have taken 
temporary vows of special service.  Included in these rules are a prohibition on consuming 
fermented beverages and the cutting of hair.  This is the basis of the Samson saaa in Judges 
chapters 13 through 16.  Verses 24 through 27 are the source of the priestly or Aaronic blessing:  
“The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you; 
the Lord turn His face to you  and give you peace.” Jesus coming from Nazareth, was in part to 
fulfil the prophecy that the messiah was to be a Nazarene. 
  
Chapters 8, 9, and the first 10 verses of chapter 10 describe the dedication of the tabernacle or 
Tent of Meeting, its furnishings, and related rites. 
 
The exodus narrative picks up again with the verse 11 of chapter 10 as the Israelites depart 
Sinai.  The remainder of Numbers is a description of the subsequent journey of the Israelites 
under the leadership of Moses.  At the end of chapter 12 the Israelites arrive at the Jordan 
River.  Chapters 13 and 14 are the story of the reconnaissance mission of Joshua and Caleb.  
They report that although the Canaanites appear numerous and strong, they can be defeated 
with God’s guidance.  
 
Summary 
 
Scholars and commentators have identified within the laws, rules, and codes contained in the 
books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers are themes of holiness and justice.  The texts specify 
that all the laws are dictated by the Lord and recorded by Moses—they are sometimes referred 
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to as the “Holiness Codes”.  The Hebrew word for holy includes the concept of separateness.  
This is shown in the contents of The Law thusly: 

• The Lord is separate from the created world and mankind.  In Leviticus and Numbers, 
Moses is the mediator between God and the people.  In subsequent books of the Old 
Testament his role will be take up by the prophets and then by Jesus. 

• The priests are separate from the rest of the Israelite nations.  Leviticus and Numbers 
describe in detail the roles, duties, and rites of the priests and the relationship between 
the priests and the people. 

• Israel is to maintain herself as the holy nation by keeping separate from its neighbors.  
This is not only geographically but more importantly through its cultural and religious 
practices.   

 
The other major theme in The Law is justice.  The legal and moral codes of The Law for the most 
part do not make distinctions between the elite, ordinary people, and the servant/enslaved 
class.  This stands in contrast to other ancient collections of laws.  Ideally then, the civic, moral, 
and religious codes of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers serve to bind and unite the peoples and 
tribes into one Israel.  We can join with psalmists who “delight in The Law”. 
 
Please direct any questions, comments, or even criticisms to the lead author, Doug Scheffler, at 
DougScheffler@aol.com. 
 
 
 


