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WANDERING IN THE WILDERNESS 
A survey of Leviticus and Numbers 
 
 
After detailing the offerings that maintained the holiness of God’s tabernacle (Leviticus 1-7), the 
book of Leviticus discussed the priests’ important intermediary role through its description of 
the ordination of the priesthood, its initial service, and its failure (Leviticus 8-10). The 
priesthood’s struggle with purity (Leviticus 10:1-3) revealed both the priests and the peoples’ 
need to better understand the difference “between the holy and the common…between the 
unclean and the clean”1 (Leviticus 10:10-11). 
 

Leviticus 11-15 – purity laws 
• Leviticus 11 introduces material designed to help Israel understand the difference “between 

the holy and the common” by outlining a series of symbolic, culturally significant 
boundaries marking clean and unclean animals. 

o Despite the importance of the dietary laws, the list of clean and unclean animals 
includes no rationale for its divisions. Two observations should be considered: 

▪ The laws presume a set of existing ideas. Deuteronomy 14:3, for example, 
refers to the dietary laws by stating that Israelites “shall not eat any 
abomination” (things considered disgusting), implying that God began with 
existing cultural norms. 

▪ The laws do not deal with any intrinsic qualities in the animals God 
permitted, or did not permit, the Israelites to eat (Mark 7:18-19; Acts 10:9-
15; Romans 14:14). 

o In addition to detailing what animals could and could not be eaten (Leviticus 11:1-
23), the laws also regulated Israel’s contact with animals (Leviticus 11:24-45) – an 
Israelite would become ritually unclean through contact with a dead animal 
(Leviticus 11:24). Because contact with animals in Israel’s rural, agrarian life would 
have been frequent and unavoidable, the requirements for dealing with 
uncleanliness caused by that contact were minor.  

o God explained the purpose of laws dealing with animals – they offered an obvious, 
visible distinction between Israel and their world that would identify them as holy 
like Him (Leviticus 11:43-45); it would help remind them and those around them that 
they belonged to God (Exodus 19:5-6). 

• Leviticus 12-15 extends the teachings about purity by detailing laws relating to ritual purity 
designed to protect God’s holy space. 

o Leviticus 12 outlines the rituals addressing uncleanness caused by childbirth, which 
required a sin offering (Leviticus 12:6). A few considerations need to be mentioned: 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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▪ The requirement of a sin offering did not mean God considered childbirth 
sinful (cf. Genesis 1:28); rather, the sin offering functioned as a purifying 
offering that decontaminated the tabernacle (cf. Leviticus 4:1ff; 15:31; 
16:16). 

▪ Childbirth required purification because of the presence of blood (Leviticus 
12:4-7). Blood, God instructed Israel, contained life and He alone had the 
right to life (Leviticus 3:17; Genesis 9:4). 

▪ The connection to life also explains why bodily discharges like blood and 
semen made one ritually unclean (cf. Leviticus 15). Those fluids were 
generally understood to be essential for life (cf. Genesis 38:6-10) and their 
loss reflected on God’s identity as the life-giver; the offerings thus 
acknowledged God’s role over life and the worshipper’s dependence on Him.  

o Leviticus 13-14 describes rituals associated with uncleanness due to infection. 
▪ Even though our English Bibles tend to use the word “leprosy”, the Hebrew 

word does not refer to what we know as Hanson’s disease; it instead refers 
to a general category that includes skin conditions but also extends to 
clothing and houses (Leviticus 13:47-59; 14:33-53). 

▪ The involvement of the priests rather that a doctor indicates that the laws 
focus on religious rather than medical concerns (Leviticus 13:2; 14:36). The 
isolation, for example, placed on infected people and objects was not 
intended to protect the population from a contagion but was designed to 
protect God’s sacred space (Leviticus 13:45-46; Numbers 5:1-4; Leviticus 
15:31). 

▪ The purification rites for skin conditions involved symbolic, elaborate, multi-
day rituals that mirrored the priesthood’s ordination ceremonies to impress 
on the worshipper the importance of their holy identity (Leviticus 14:4-20; 
8:1-30; Exodus 19:5-6).  

o Leviticus 15 addresses uncleanness caused by bodily discharges.  
▪ The section, which addresses both abnormal (Leviticus 15:2-15, 25-30) and 

normal discharges (Leviticus 15:16-18, 18-24), focuses on a conceptual link 
rather than a medical one – semen and blood symbolize life rather than 
represent a medical contagion. 

▪ The conceptual focus of the laws about bodily discharges explains why the 
presence of such things in the Israelite camp could defile God’s tabernacle 
merely by being present in the encampment (Leviticus 15:31); improperly 
dealing with them represented disregard for God’s holy identity and His 
sovereignty over life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



joshua hartwigsen, adult class (Wednesday, auditorium), Winter quarter, 2019 

handout #4 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

APPLICATIONS 
How do you think our modern, western ideas about medicine and contagions might influence 
the way we read Leviticus 11-15? What cultural ideas do we have that you think might offer 
some helpful parallels to the thinking behind the material in Leviticus 11-15? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The New Testament does away with the material in Leviticus 11-15 but it does not disregard 
the need to live in a way that honors God’s presence. How does the New Testament discuss 
the same concern and what might those discussions reveal about the demands of God’s 
presence? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Leviticus 11-15 outlines God’s plans for purity’s place within the Israelite nation. What kinds of 
practices do you think we should pursue that would serve the same purpose as those in 
Leviticus 11-15?  
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


