
Theme. The theme of Leviticus, the Bible’s third book, is worship, interpreted
broadly to include how to live righteously before the Lord as he prescribes, for
relationship with his people. Leviticus establishes specific offering and worship
forms. It also commands more-general practices, in forms that we might think of as
moral rules or laws but are more properly specific examples of how to live holy
before the Lord. The name Leviticus refers to the Levites, that tribe of Israelites
whom God charged with the care first of his tabernacle and later his temple. The
title Leviticus literally means about Levites, which the book surely is. Leviticus fills
with instructions on how the Levites specifically, and the Israelites more generally,
were to conduct themselves with respect to God’s tabernacle, his holy place that the
Israelites carried among them in their wilderness wanderings between their rescue
from Egypt and promised land Israel. Leviticus begins a series of three books that
many readers find especially difficult. Yet read Leviticus as a worship manual, for
the patterns, dispositions, and stances we must hold in awe of a righteous God, and
you will have read Leviticus well. We, too, are priests in God’s holy kingdom. See
in Leviticus commands, forms, attitudes, and intimations of how a priest is to
conduct worship.

Author. What one concludes of the authorship of both Genesis and Exodus one
might also apply to Leviticus. Scriptural reference and tradition credit Moses with
authoring Leviticus, under the Spirit’s inspiration. Moses would have had the basis
for writing, either well or shortly before his death somewhere between 1407 B.C.
and 1271 B.C., making Leviticus extant for well over a thousand years before
Christ. As with Genesis and Exodus, some modern scholars date Leviticus’s final
compilation to a significantly later date, though still hundreds of years before
Christ. The fact that many Old and New Testament verses attribute the Bible’s first
five books, the Torah or Law of Moses, to Moses, is consistent with those books
recording God’s words to Moses, as Leviticus does throughout. The New Testament
in Luke 2:22 and Hebrews 8:5, including Jesus himself in Matthew 8:4, refers to
Moses when quoting passages from Leviticus. Leviticus records the details of
worship forms and holiness practices that the Israelites followed from Moses until
Jerusalem fell centuries later. Whether Moses literally wrote Leviticus, or
much-later writers compiled what Moses heard, experienced, and successfully
transmitted, may not be critical to your effective reading of Leviticus.

Context. Appropriately, Leviticus is at the center of the five books of the
Pentateuch or Torah. The context for its detailed worship rules and ritual laws is
that God gave these commands in Mount Sinai’s covenant. They thus express his
grace in choosing and setting apart Israel for himself from among the nations, a
grace that God extends to Christians today. Leviticus’s worship rules and ritual laws



also express God’s holy conditions for covenant, conditions that Christians satisfy
not by impossibly strict observance but instead under the blood of their savior Jesus
Christ. Leviticus’s rules and rituals reinforce that God is present in his people’s
lives, which means that his people must be holy as God is holy. Leviticus’s many
rules for offerings demonstrate that humankind’s holiness, impossible in our broken
condition, only comes with atonement, prefiguring the sacrifice of the savior Jesus
Christ. Leviticus’s context places presence, holiness, and atonement at the center of
God’s calling and constituting his people.

Structure. Leviticus’s structure reinforces its theme. Its first ten chapters
articulate the way to God, while its remaining chapters eleven through twenty-seven
articulate how to walk with God. Chapters one and two show burnt offerings of
defect-free male animals as the path to God, as the perfect life of the sacrificed
Jesus is that path. Chapter three shows fellowship and peace offerings as God’s
way, as Jesus’s blood brings us peace. Chapter four illustrates sin offerings, as
Jesus’s offer of himself took the world’s sin away. Chapter five illustrates guilt
offerings, as Jesus offers to take our guilt away. Leviticus’s second part, beginning
at chapter eleven, has the people bring regular sacrifices, as we dwell in Jesus’s
sacrifice to draw close to God. Chapter seventeen shows how humankind meets
God at the altar’s place of sacrifice, just as Christ’s cross is that meeting place of
sacrifice. See in Leviticus’s successive offerings, festivals, and feasts both a path to
God and way forward with him.

Key Events. Leviticus’s entirety involves God communicating covenant terms to
Moses on Mount Sinai. God’s announcing to Moses detailed and lengthy terms for
guilt, fellowship, grain, sin, and burnt offerings are a single key event spanning
Leviticus’s first seven chapters, confirming God’s holy nature. In chapter eight, God
directs Moses to ordain the Levitical priesthood of Aaron and his sons, following
which the priests begin their centuries of tabernacle and temple ministry. Chapter
ten shows Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu offering unauthorized fire to the Lord and
dying for it. Only God, not humankind, determines the way to approach him, on the
day of atonement, as chapter sixteen describes. Chapter twenty-two confirms that
God does not accept unauthorized, defective, or blemished sacrifices. In chapter
twenty-three God announces to Moses the appointed feasts, offerings, days, and
festivals of unleavened bread, firstfruits, weeks, trumpets, tabernacles, and
atonement, and in chapter twenty-five the years of sabbath and jubilee.

Key Locations. As just indicated, Mount Sinai is the geographic locus of
Leviticus’s entirety. Yet Leviticus features other figurative, if not literal geographic,
locations. Leviticus’s key figurative or symbolic location is the tabernacle, traveling
as it did with the Israelites’ wilderness wanderings recorded in the Bible’s following



books. The tabernacle was the place of God’s presence, where Moses heard from
God and where the priesthood of Aaron and his sons ministered. The tabernacle
also represented the lost garden where Adam and Eve had walked with God,
foreshadowed the temple Solomon would build for God on Jerusalem’s mount, and
prefigured the body of Christ through whom believers have God’s access. Leviticus
is thus very much a book of location, even though it reads as a set of commands and
instructions. Those commands and instructions are all about preparing for God’s
presence, which is the book’s primary figurative location. Read Leviticus as a book
of God’s holy location.

Revelation of Christ. In the same sense of illustrating the approach to God in his
utter holiness, Leviticus is also a book revealing Christ. The sacrifices that
Leviticus details, whether of sin, guilt, offering, or fellowship, point us to Christ
whose sacrifice satisfied every such offering. Leviticus’s tabernacle that God
designed for his presence, revelation, and atonement, Christ fulfills in the same
three dimensions. The priesthood that Leviticus established, Christ fulfills as great
high priest, so that we, too, can enter the most holy place as priests. Jesus is the
scapegoat that Leviticus 16:21-22 describes. And the holiness that Leviticus
everywhere commands, Christ fulfilled in his perfect righteousness and utter
redemption. Read Leviticus for its revelation of Christ.

Application. Though often described as the Bible’s hardest book for the casual
reader, Leviticus offers critical lessons for the reader who sees its larger context and
purpose. Leviticus proves that God, through sacrifice, can make anyone and
anything clean. Leviticus’s trumpets call us to him in that recognition. Those same
trumpets call us apart to be his, distinct from the world. We must, though, see how
soiled we appear to him without the sacrifices that he first commands and then, in
the person and blood of Jesus, offers. Leviticus is a call for us to be holy in the
transformed, set apart, and sanctified life of Jesus Christ. We are God’s people,
spiritual beings existing through and for him.

Memory Verses. 4:35: “In this way the priest will make atonement for them for
the sin they have committed, and they will be forgiven.” 8:30: Then Moses took
some of the anointing oil and some of the blood from the altar and sprinkled them
on Aaron and his garments and on his sons and their garments. 10:1-2: [T]hey
offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, contrary to his command.  So, fire came
out from the presence of the Lord and consumed them, and they died before
the Lord. 11:45: I am the Lord, who brought you up out of Egypt to be your
God; therefore, be holy, because I am holy. 16:10: “But the goat chosen by lot as
the scapegoat shall be presented alive before the Lord to be used for making



atonement by sending it into the wilderness as a scapegoat.” 19:37: “Keep all my
decrees and all my laws and follow them. I am the Lord.”


