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Early Worship Practices 
It is very difficult to determine how far post-exodus worship was influenced by traditions from 
the pre-history and patriarchal times.  Some of the things we do know is that . . .  
 
1) Offerings were made to Yahweh (usually on altars) which were often erected for a particular 

occasion.  The sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22) and the story of Jacob at Bethel (Genesis 28) 
are examples that come to mind.  Altars were also connected to memorial stones such as 
the ones described in Deuteronomy 27.  As a result an altar and sacrifices became fixed 
elements of Tabernacle and Temple practice. 

 
Israel’s neighbors had altars and sacrifices which were denounced in the Old Testament.  
One example is the contest between Elijah and the priests of Baal (1 Kings 18).  
Archaeologists have uncovered Canaanite altars at Megiddo.   

 
2) In addition there was the Ark that became for the Israelites the presence of Yahweh.  The 

Ark was carried by the Israelites during their forty years of wandering in the wilderness.  
Whenever the Israelites camped, the Ark was placed in a separate room in the Tabernacle.   

 
3) Before the centralization of worship in Jerusalem, special areas for worship were 

designated.  Although Yahweh was not restricted to such sacred places, the tendency to 
localize the deity was irresistible.  We imagine how difficult it was for the Israelites to 
worship a God who declared himself to be everywhere.   

 
4) Other interesting aspects of the worship life include the fact that Solomon’s Temple had a 

molten sea, a huge reservoir that held twelve thousand gallons of water for the priests to 
wash in (1 Kings 7).  Cleansing was important in connection with worship.  The Torah has a 
lot to say about what is considered clean and unclean that carries over into the New 
Testament.  Egyptian temples also had small lakes adjacent to their structures for cleansing 
rituals.   

 
 
     Cultic leaders appear early in Israel’s history.   
      
     We will read Numbers 3-8 to discuss the role of  
     priests and Levites.   
 
 
 



Numbers 3 and 4 
In these chapters we turn from the Israelite congregation in general to focus on the specific role 
of the Levites in the cult, in the camp, and when on the march.  In the priestly tradition, all 
cultic leaders – including Moses, Aaron, and Miriam – were descended from their ancestor Levi.  
The Priestly writers outline the genealogy of Levi in Exodus 6:16-25 into three clans of Gershon, 
Kohath, and Merari.  This three-part division is reflected in Numbers 3 and 4.   
 
All priests evolve from Levi, the third son of Jacob’s first wife, Leah.  It is interesting that we 
have two threads of story blended together to account for the role of the Levites as priests.   
 
1) In one story Levi and Simeon destroy the family of Shechem to avenge the rape of their 

sister, Dinah.  This action is cursed in the last words of Jacob (Genesis 49).  Jacob denies the 
Levites land in Canaan because of their violence.   

2) In the other story-line the Levites slaughter 3,000 of their own family and friends to purge 
Israel from the sin of worshiping the golden calf (Exodus 32).  This action is praised in the 
Song of Moses (Deuteronomy 33).  In that same chapter the writer attributes their priestly 
status to their loyalty to Yahweh even at the cost of family and children.   

 
Read together these traditions account for the special status of the Levites as priests who are 
without land in Canaan.  Their special role is rooted in violence and/or motivated by allegiance 
to God.  The violence is both praised and cursed. 
 
In the Priestly tradition we also see a difference between the priests of Aaron and the Levites.   
The difference is best indicated by their rites of ordination.  Priests were consecrated to achieve 
their status of holiness.  Levites underwent purification to assume their role in guarding the 
tabernacle.  The consecration of the Aaronite priests was a central topic in the book of Leviticus 
where the sacrificial system was described.  The purification of the Levites becomes the focus in 
Numbers especially their role in the setting of the tabernacle and camp.   
 
Unlike the other tribes (whose census is the means by which men were conscripted into the 
military for those twenty years of age and older) the Levites were dedicated to God for their 
whole lives.  The count for them started not from birth but from one month because of the 
prevalence of infant mortality.  Only after a month was the child regarded as a viable person 
(3:15).   
 
Moving then to 3:41 the injunction in this verse picks up the idea from Exodus 13 and else-
where that (after the rescue of the Israelite firstborn in Egypt) some form of redemption or 
substitution for the firstborn was owed to God.  Here the Levites serve as substitutes.  Behind 
this law stood an ancient understanding in which cultic functions were performed by the first-
born instead of a priestly class.   
 
In 4:3 the Book of Numbers incorporates three different traditions regarding the beginning age 
of Levitical service.  In this section it starts at the age of thirty (to set it apart from the general 
military service that starts at twenty).   



It indicates that the Levitical duties to maintain the sanctuary (as it was transported from one 
place to another) required elaborate training and/or perhaps spiritual maturity.   
 
Also throughout this chapter the Hebrew word for army (tzava) is a kind of pun.  The term has a 
secondary meaning of service which reminds the people that the Levites’ cultic service was 
equivalent to fulfilling military obligations. 
 
Reflection  
In the Lutheran church we talk about the priesthood of all believers.  Although there are 
different ministries we shy away from talking about a hierarchy in our church.  When we talk 
about a hierarchy in the Priestly tradition we should not judge it by our context.  In their 
tradition it was not set up for the purpose of limiting power to the few but to distribute 
holiness to as many people as possible.  We need to remember that the focus of priestly writers 
is on the whole camp and not on individual members.  This is true even when the topic narrows 
to the Levites and Aaronite priesthood.   
 
Selection is not for privilege but for service.  For example the task of the Levites to carry the 
sacred objects of the tabernacle illustrates how holiness is not meant to be hoarded but shared.  
These actions enable God to live in the camp and to move through the wilderness with Israel.   
 

     Three degrees of holiness emerge from the  
     architecture of the tabernacle and its court.   
 
     There is the holy of holies where the ark is housed  
     and God dwells. 
 
     The sanctuary of the tabernacle where the holy  
     objects, consisting of the table of show-bread, the  
     lampstand, the golden altar, and the utensils are  
     housed. 
 
     The outer court where the altar of burnt offering is  
     located. 
 
 
 
 

Aaronite priests work within the sanctuary.  Kohathite Levites rank higher than the other two 
clans because they carry the most sacred objects.   
 
Numbers 3 and 4 illustrates the concern of the priestly writers to transform the entire 
environment of Israel.  The smallest detail takes on importance.  Holiness permeates objects 
like the Ark, the table, the lampstand, the altar, and the utensils.   



It is even reflected in the different colors associated with the tabernacle: violet, purple, and 
crimson.  We continue this practice in the church by giving each of the seasons of the church 
year a different color.   
 
Numbers 5 and 6 
The legislation in Numbers 5 and 6 builds on the arrangement of the camp and the census in 
Chapters 1-4.  The sections are tied together around the common problem of how Israel is to 
live in the presence of divine holiness.  In Chapters 1-4 the holiness of God in the tabernacle 
gave rise to the social organization of Israel, the arrangement of the camp around the tent of 
meeting, and the role of the Levites.  Now we will look at the legislation that was put in place to 
protect the holiness of the camp from impurity.   
 
The holiness of God created two different contrasts: sacred versus profane and pure versus 
impure.  The contrast between the sacred and profane is the contrast between the holy and the 
common.  Holiness separates by its very nature.  God is holy.  Humans are not holy.  Thus care 
must be taken in bringing the two together.  Humans must conform to divine holiness which 
symbolizes completeness.   
 
The dangers of physical and social impurity to the camp are central in these chapters.  The 
holiness of God remains the central theme.  Now the contrast is between health and disease.  
Holiness is health.  It must be protected from infection, contamination, pollution, and impurity.  
Contact with a corpse or the acquiring of a skin disease defiles.   
 
The medical language also describes the ethical life of Israel.  Evil actions are contagious 
diseases that pollute and eventually kill the social body (like cancer in a human body).  The 
most basic contrast between holiness and impurity is life and death.  The holiness of God is life.  
All forms of impurity (whether physical disease or immoral behavior) are death.  The two are 
incompatible.   
 
The laws of impurity are arranged in relationship to the tabernacle.  They move from outside of 
the camp to the inside of the camp.  The laws that focus on life within the camp move in closer 
toward the tabernacle at the center.  Numbers 5:5-10 represents the broadest circle in the 
camp.  It explores social relationships that defile.  Numbers 5:11-31 narrows the circle and turns 
the attention to defilement within marriage relationships.  Numbers 6:1-21 represents the 
smallest circle.  It addresses the special human-divine relationship resulting from the Nazarite 
vow.  This vow is the only way a non-priestly Israelite could attain a holy status.   
 
The section closes in 6:22-27 with the priestly blessing on the congregation.  It is God’s 
response to the purity of the camp.  Comparison to Leviticus 9:22 indicates that the priestly 
blessing emanates from the door of the tabernacle (thus completing the movement toward the 
center of the camp).   
 
Divine command and fulfillment reinforce the overall design of these two chapters.   
 



Reflection 
The priestly laws of defilement are aimed at creating a healthy community.  Two principles are 
important for a healthy community.  First, laws of defilement are universal to the human 
condition.  They are not to be aimed at certain classes of people or races.  All persons are liable 
for defilement.  Second, the laws of defilement are inclusive in their intent.  They are aimed at 
keeping people in the camp within the spheres of holiness (and not to drive them away).  
Disease is identified so that it can be cured.  It is not used to exclude anyone.  This is especially 
true with the laws of defilement within the camp.  They are aimed at restoration and not 
expulsion.   
 
It is also true with the laws requiring a person to leave the camp.  The larger body of priestly 
law includes rituals for reentry into the camp for those who have suffered skin disease, those 
who have had bodily discharges, and those who have been contaminated from contact with a 
corpse.  A healthy community has God as its center, cares equally for each member, and is 
socially inclusive.   
 
In terms of the marriage relationship it is interesting that there is a shift in focus from husband 
to God as judge.  One interpretation is that it was meant to protect the woman from her 
husband’s jealousy in a patriarchal society.  The principle underlying the ritual is that the 
accused is innocent until proven otherwise by God (in spite of jealousy).  The aim of the ritual is 
to maintain the marriage relationship in a society where men were in sole control.   
 
In 5:15 the ritual outlined is the only clear-cut instance of trial by ordeal in the Bible.  It became 
the basis for a whole study within the Talmud.  The ritual reflects the biblical worldview that a 
woman must submit to this ordeal on the mere suspicion of her husband, and the question of 
the man suspected of adultery is not even raised in the legal system.  Parallels have been noted 
with the Code of Hammurabi which provides for an oath by the woman if her husband accuses 
her of unfaithfulness and an ordeal of jumping into a river (sink or swim) if the accusation 
comes from someone else.  It is doubtful whether any of this was a living legal institution in the 
Second Temple period.   
 
In 5:17 the term holy water does not occur elsewhere.    
 
The Nazirite vow is a special calling of laypersons for a designated period of time.  The content 
of the vow does not seem to be the central point.  The vow is taken in public and not in private.  
It is official and required rituals of commencement and conclusion.  It had communal and life-
style consequences.  The Nazarite is required to separate from everyday routine.  They remain 
part of the congregation but their holy status brings them in a closer orbit of the tabernacle at 
the center of the camp.   
 
 
 
 
 



Numbers 7 and 8 
In these chapters we move from rituals of dedication outside of the tabernacle to divine 
instruction inside.  Leaders from each tribe present gifts at the altar in front of the tabernacle.  
Then we learn of instructions for the lighting of the menorah and the duties of the Levites.  The 
two parts are linked by the account of Moses entering the sanctuary to receive revelations from 
God.   
 
The tabernacle is the center of focus.  Its significance is described in two ways: by its location in 
the camp and by its function in Israel’s wilderness journey.  The placement of the tabernacle at 
the center of the camp symbolizes its important role in Israel’s cultic and communal life.  The 
theophany to Moses indicates that the tabernacle is the location where God dwells.  Rituals 
associated with the tabernacle explore its significance in Israel’s history of salvation.  The 
Passover provides a point of continuity with the past by underscoring how the God in the 
tabernacle is the Savior of the exodus.  The cloud probes the significance of the sanctuary in 
Israel’s present life as a guide in the wilderness.  The trumpets also probe the present 
significance of the tabernacle when they are used to organize Israel for journeying in the 
wilderness.  They also point to the future in their role of calling Israel to holy war in the 
Promised Land.   
 
Sacrifice is important throughout Numbers 7.  The priestly theology of sacrifice occurs primarily 
in the book of Leviticus, where it becomes clear that sacrifice can mean many things.  It 
includes reparation as well as a process of gaining union with God.  A basic meaning of sacrifice 
is gift.  The offerings are spontaneous gifts from the laity and not prompted by divine 
command.   
 
In Numbers 8 we start to see the distinction between Aaronite priests and the Levites.  Aaronite 
priests must be consecrated before assuming their office.  Consecration makes priests holy, 
allowing them to handle sacred objects in the tabernacle and to officiate at the altar.   
 
Levites are not consecrated.  They are purified and presented to God as a divine possession.  
Purification separates Levites from the congregation but purification does not result in the 
Levites achieving the holy status of priests.  Levites do not handle sacred objects, they do not 
officiate at the altar, and they do not actually enter the tabernacle for their service.  They guard 
it and they carry it.   
 
The purification of the Levites is through three actions – 
They are sprinkled with water of purification. 
They shave their entire body. 
They wash their clothes.   
 
 
 
 
 



Reflection  
In these chapters we see the work of worship indicated by the order of sacrifices – 
1) The sin offering purified the sanctuary and made it ready for worship. 
2) The burnt offering followed as an invocation to God signaling God’s readiness to respond to 

worshippers. 
3) The offering of well-being culminated the process.  It was a sacred meal shared by priest 

and worshippers in the presence of God. 
 
Numbers 7 and 8 are filled with references to sacred objects: 
The sacrificial altar, the cherubim, the Ark, and the menorah all play a role in worship.  These 
objects are not idols.  The interrelationship of iconography and divine speech in the revelation 
to Moses indicated the commitment of priestly writers to both words and sacramental icons in 
their theology of divine presence within the sanctuary.   
 
In our churches we have clergy and we have laity but a Levite is neither.  They represent a third 
category.  Their dedication ceremony indicates that they are living sacrifices in the camp.  
Levites substitute for the divine claim on firstborn, serve the priesthood, and allow the camp to 
function by atoning for all Israelites.   
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