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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. God expectations for purity extended beyond 
His moral requirements for the people to include special instructions for the priests, for Israel’s 
calendar, and for Israel’s use of their land (Leviticus 21-25). 
 

Leviticus 21-25 – sacred priests, sacred time, and sacred land 
• Moving from instructions about the holiness of all Israelites in Leviticus 17-20, Leviticus 21 

begins an address of holiness instructions specific to the priests that reveal the demanding 
standards they had to meet in order to maintain the specials status God gave to them (cf. 
Exodus 28-29; Leviticus 8).  

• God commissioned the priests to work within the holy space of His tabernacle and to 
interact with His holy objects and sacrifices. They had to consequently meet a standard of 
purity that went beyond the purity God expected from all Israelites because a real danger 
existed for them if they profaned God or His sanctuary (Leviticus 21:6, 8, 12, 23; 22:2, 9; cf. 
Leviticus 10:1-3).  

o Exacting demands characterized priestly purity that, for example, involved: 
▪ Restrictions on who they could, and could not, marry (Leviticus 21:7, 13-15) 

as well as restrictions on how they interacted with deceased family members 
(Leviticus 21:1-6, 10-12).  

▪ Restrictions on their physical appearance (Leviticus 21:16-24; cf. Leviticus 
22:17-25). 

▪ Restrictions governing their interaction with the sacred offerings that 
included monitoring things like their own cleanliness (Leviticus 22:1-9), who 
ate of the holy offerings (Leviticus 22:10-16), and the integrity of the 
offerings to God (Leviticus 22:17-25). 

 
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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o Although some of the demands God placed on the priests might seem arbitrary and 

prejudicial to us, they used obvious, physical things to represent the demands of the 
holy status God gave to the priests. They were not, however, moral demands; a 
deformity might disqualify one from priestly service, but it was not a sin to be 
disfigured. 

• The discussion about sacrifices transitioned to a discussion about the “appointed feasts” 
composing Israel’s sacred calendar (Leviticus 23:1-2, 4), feasts that intentionally echoed the 
creation (notice the repeated use of “seven” in Leviticus 23) to remind to Israel that their 
blessings came from God and that their life depended on Him. The ritual calendar included: 

o The spring feasts: 
▪ The Sabbath (Leviticus 23:3) took place weekly, on every seventh day, and 

recognized God’s sovereignty. 
▪ The Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Leviticus 23:4-8). Preceded 

by the week-long Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Passover took place on the 
14th of Israel’s first month and memorialized God’s rescue of the Israelites 
from their slavery in Egypt. 

▪ The Feast of Firstfruits (Leviticus 23:9-14) took place on the first Sunday 
following the barley harvest and reminded Israel of the goodness of God 
reflected in the goodness of the land He gave to them.  

▪ The Feast of Weeks (Leviticus 23:15-22) took place fifty days after the Feast 
of Firstfruits and was associated with the wheat harvest. 

o The fall feasts: 
▪ The Feast of Trumpets (Leviticus 23:23-25), which took place on the 1st day of 

the seventh month, 
followed the end of the 
harvest seasons and 
marked the beginning of 
a new agricultural year 
(Exodus 23:16; 34:22). 

▪ The Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 23:26-32), 
which occurred on the 
10th day of the seventh 
month, followed the 
Feast of Trumpets’ 
announcement of a new 
year by making 
atonement for the 
tabernacle and by 
resetting the nation’s 
purity (Leviticus 16:16, 
18-19, 33-34).  
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▪ The Feast of Booths (Leviticus 23:33-44) followed the Day of Atonement (15th 

day of the seventh month) and lasted for seven days during which time God 
expected the Israelites to live in temporary shelters as a reminder of their 
exodus from Egypt and their wilderness wandering. 

o Israel’s ritual calendar followed the natural movements of life (the agricultural 
seasons) and offered Israel a sacred calendar that complemented the sacred 
tabernacle, reminding Israel that God’s presence in their midst meant they occupied 
both sacred time and a sacred space. 

• Leviticus 24 provides instructions for sacred things including tabernacle objects, God’s 
name, and human life. 

o The first part of chapter twenty-four discusses the lamp and the showbread that 
were a part of the tabernacle and represented God’s presence in Israel’s midst and 
His “covenant forever” with them (Leviticus 24:1-9). 

o The second part of the chapter offers the second narrative section of the book and, 
like first narrative section detailing Nadab and Abihu’s failure to honor’s God’s 
holiness (Leviticus 10:1-3), illustrates the consequences of failing to respect God’s 
absolute right to honor and His unique sovereignty over human life (Leviticus 24:17-
23). 

• Leviticus 25 outlines two important, reoccurring events in Israel - the sabbatical year and 
the year of Jubilee – that reminded the nation of God’s ownership of the land and His desire 
for Israel to create a holy community within its borders. 

o The sabbatical year occurred every seventh year and offered a sabbath rest for the 
land, a rest like Israel enjoyed every seventh day (Leviticus 25:1-7; cf. Exodus 23:10-
11).  

▪ During the sabbatical year, the Israelites could eat naturally growing food, 
but they could not cultivate the land (Leviticus 25:6-7). If Israel obeyed the 
sabbatical year law, God promised to provide them with a harvest during the 
sixth year sufficient to cover the seventh year (Leviticus 25:20-22). 

▪ The sabbatical year served as a reminder to Israel that the land did not 
belong to them (Leviticus 25:2, 23) nor was it enslaved to them; like Israel, 
the land enjoyed an exodus. The sabbatical year reminded them that life did 
not depend on their productivity nor the fruitfulness of the land; it depended 
entirely on God’s blessings. 

▪ Additionally, Deuteronomy 15 connects the releasing of debts to the 
sabbatical year (cf. Deuteronomy 15:1-5), helping Israel understand that their 
enjoyment of God’s blessing in the land ought to motivate them to be 
generous in their dealings with one another (cf. Exodus 23:11). The sabbatical 
year thus worked to create a sacred community in God’s land. 

o The year of Jubilee took place on the “fiftieth year” after seven sabbatical years 
(Leviticus 25:8-10) and provided liberation for debt slaves, the canceling of debts, 
and the return of land to the families to whom God gave possession. 
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▪ While the year included the releasing of debt slaves and debts, it focused on 

the release of sold lands back to the families to whom God granted the land 
because, as God announced, “the land is mine” (Leviticus 25:23). 

▪ As with the sabbatical year, Jubilee was a year during which the Israelites 
could “neither sow nor reap” (Leviticus 25:11); they had to rely on God to 
provide for them. 

▪ Jubilee began on the Day of Atonement, signaling that the year, like the Day 
of Atonement, ‘reset’ the people and the land of the nation (Leviticus 25:23-
55); it undid the inequities that developed because of their sins and reset the 
nation as God intended, a nation in which, God said, “there will be no poor 
among you” (Deuteronomy 15:4). 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

APPLICATIONS 
God’s requirements of the priests seem arbitrary and prejudicial to many modern readers. 
How do you think we can present them in ways that will reduce confusion and connect 
readers to God’s purposes behind those requirements? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The Jubilee year took on increasing significance in the prophets. How, for example, does Isaiah 
use the Jubilee in Isaiah 61:1-4 and what might it mean in connection to his prophesies about 
the Babylonian captivity? How does Jesus use Isaiah’s use of Jubilee in Luke 4:16-21 to 
introduce people to his ministry and what do you think that connection means about how we 
should understand Jesus’ mission and its connection to our lives? What might his Jubilee-
shaped mission mean for the way we relate to other people? 
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 


