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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) and to a series of purity laws designed to help the 
people understand that difference (Leviticus 12-15). Purity’s important place prepares readers 
for God’s instructions about the Day of Atonement, a centrally important day of worship to 
restore the people’s relationship with God by restoring the purity of the tabernacle (Leviticus 
16-17).  Purity, however, involved more than rituals; it also involved moral behavior in one’s 
relationships, morals outlined in Leviticus 18-20. 
 

Leviticus 18-20 – “You shall be holy” 
• In an effort to help the Israelites understand the moral dimension that came with their 

identity as His holy people, God gave Moses a series of moral instructions beginning in 
Leviticus 18. The material opens with a listing of forbidden sexual relationships that polluted 
God’s holy people and His holy land. 

o While the unlawful sexual relations outlined in Leviticus 18 certainly violate the 
pattern and intention of the marriage relationship established by God in the creation 
(Genesis 2:18-25; cf. Matthew 19:1-9), the text offers a different reason for the laws 
it records – God did not want the Israelites to adopt the practices of the Egyptians or 
the Canaanites by which “the land became unclean” (Leviticus 18:1-5, 24-30).  

o The phrase “I am the LORD” (cf. Leviticus 18:4, 5, 6, 21, 30), which occurs numerous 
times in the second half of Leviticus, reminds readers that an intrinsic relationship 
exists between the ethical demands God placed on Israel and His holiness (cf. 
Leviticus 19:2). God called the Israelites to be holy (Leviticus 19:2), to be different 
from the world around them; if they chose to be like the world around them in, for 
example, their sexual practices, God warned them that He would deal with them as 
He dealt with those nations (Leviticus 18:24-28). 

o Additionally, the sexual laws define the basic family structure within Israel and the 
basic framework for sexual purity within the nation. Interestingly, though, the text 
does not condemn any sexual relationship between a father and his daughter 
(Leviticus 18:6-18); the Bible elsewhere condemns that relationship (Leviticus 21:2) 

 
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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but does not explicitly mention it in Leviticus 18 and thus offers an intentional 
ellipsis intended to promote the reader’s thinking (cf. Leviticus 18:6).  

• References to the Ten Commandments define the next section of Leviticus (Leviticus 19), 
which the book employs as a basic outline of holiness’ expectations within Israel’s 
communal life. 

o Respect for God offers the first area of holiness’ expectations (Leviticus 19:1-8), 
which involved a focus on God’s unique sovereign authority by honoring authorities 
as a way of honoring Him (Leviticus 19:3, 32; cf. Romans 13:1-2), and by respecting 
His rule and His laws (Leviticus 19:3-8).  

o The second area of expectations focused on interpersonal relationships 
characterized by love-motivated justice and righteousness (Leviticus 19:9-18, 33-37). 

o Finally, Leviticus chapter nineteen addresses the expectations of faithfulness in 
one’s relationship with God by commanding the Israelites to intentionally embrace 
practices that would distinguish them from their world (Leviticus 19:19-25, 32-37) 
and, in particular, its idolatries (Leviticus 19:26-31). 

• Leviticus 20 offers a kind of appendix to the preceding two chapters by outlining specific 
punishments for the behaviors they listed. 

o While Leviticus chapter twenty prescribes punishments for the unlawful things 
outlined in the preceding chapters (Leviticus 18-19), it also emphasizes the rationale 
behind those laws and their punishments – God called Israel out from the nations 
and they needed to differentiate themselves by obeying His laws (Leviticus 20:7-8, 
22-26).  

o The first part of the chapter concerns itself with the punishments for idolatrous 
practices such as child sacrifice, mediums, and necromancy (Leviticus 20:1-9, 27). 

o Leviticus next details punishments for sexual sins (Leviticus 20:10-21), which carried 
capital offenses in cases involving immediate family (Leviticus 20:10-16) and exile or 
infertility in cases not involving immediate family (Leviticus 20:17-21). 

 

APPLICATIONS 
We have a tendency to interpret Leviticus laws through our own cultural understandings. In 
what ways did the laws of the ancient near eastern world of Moses differ from our nation’s 
laws? How might those differences impact the way we interpret Leviticus’ laws? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Paul commented that God designed the Law of Moses to lead people to Jesus (Galatians 3:15-
29). In what ways do you think the laws in Leviticus 18-20 work toward that end? What, for 
example, expectations in thinking and behavior do they establish that might prepare people 
for Jesus? How might those laws, with the purpose described by Paul, benefit us today? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


