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In order to get the most out of your reading, you need to remind yourself of two things:
(1) These laws are part of God’s covenant with Israel, and therefore they are not just
religious rites but have to do with relationships, and (2) Leviticus is part of the larger
narrative of the Pentateuch and must be understood in light of what has preceded and
what follows.
To pick up the second point first: Just as the legal portions of Exodus make good sense
when you see their place in the larger narrative, so you need to see Leviticus as a longer
expression of the same before the narrative resumes in Numbers. Crucial here is the
fact that Israel is still camped at the foot of Sinai—a wilderness area—where they will
spend a full year being molded into a people before God will lead them toward the
conquest of Canaan. Here they will need double protection—from diseases of various
kinds and from one another! Therefore, in order for these individuals who grew up in
slavery to be formed into God’s people, there is great need for them to get two sets of
relationships in order, namely, with God and with one another. Note, then, that
Leviticus continues with the same ordering of things found in the Ten Commandments
(first vertical, then horizontal).
The covenantal aspect of these various laws is their most important feature. Recall the
parts of the covenant noted in our Exodus chapter (p. 37). God has sovereignly
delivered these people from slavery and has brought them to Sinai; here he has
promised to make them his own “treasured possession” out of all the nations on earth
(Exod 19:5), who will also therefore be for him “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”
(v. 6). That is, their role as a “kingdom” is to serve as God’s priests for the world, and to
do so they must bear his likeness (“be holy, because I am holy”). Thus, God covenants
with them on his part to bless them (Lev 26:1–13); what he requires on their part is
that, even though they are his treasured possession, they maintain a holy awe and
obedience toward him. So note in this regard how often, especially in chapters 18–26,
the requirement is punctuated with the words, “I am the LORD [Yahweh]” or “I am the
LORD your God.”
Thus the first set of laws in Leviticus has to do with their “getting it right” when they
come to God with various sacrifices. You will note that they are not told what the
sacrifices mean (which they already knew), but how to do them properly—although we
can infer some things about their meaning from these descriptions. The covenantal
nature of these sacrifices appears in three ways: First, the sacrifice constitutes a gift on
the part of the worshipers to their covenant Lord; second, some of the sacrifices imply
fellowship on the part of the worshiper with God; third, sacrifice sometimes functions
as a way of healing a break in the relationship—a form of atonement.
So also with the laws of purity. Here the concern again is that the people have a proper
sense of what it means for God to be present among them (see 15:31). At issue here is
who may be in the camp, where God himself dwells at the center, and who must remain
outside (because they are unclean). Included is the separating out of certain animals
and insects that are clean or unclean. At the heart of all of this is the fact that “God is
holy” and therefore his people also must be holy.
But holiness does not deal simply with rites and being clean. God’s holiness is
especially seen in his loving compassion that made the Israelites his people. Therefore,
the laws—particularly in the Holiness Code—demand that God’s people bear God’s
likeness in this regard. Since the Israelites are thrown together (in a very orderly way,
of course!) in this very tight camp where God dwells in the midst of them, they must

display his character in their dealings with one another. Thus, even though this code
also contains further “relationship with God” laws, it is especially concerned with how
people in community treat one another. And it includes treating them justly and
mercifully, which is why the collection ends with the sabbath and jubilee years, so that
the land also may “rest,” and a time to “proclaim liberty to all” may occur on the
sabbath of the sabbath years (25:10).
If you look for these covenantal moments as you read these laws, you may find it to be a
far more interesting experience than you might have expected.
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