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Chapter 22 

 

The Great Day of Atonement (Lev. 16) 

 

 

Leviticus 16 is an unfamiliar chapter about a familiar subject: the great Day of Atonement. 

You can hear that phrase used in popular lingo. For example, whenever people talk about 

someone who gets the blame for everything, they call him the “scapegoat.” And when someone 

is fired from his job or excluded as a member of some group, people will be heard saying 

something along the lines of: “They sent him away to the wilderness.” 

Familiar expressions. But not used entirely correctly, as we will see in a moment. We will 

see that Leviticus 16, from which such expressions are drawn, is nonetheless really not so 

familiar as we may have supposed. 

The subject of Leviticus 16 is familiar: the great Day of Atonement. Ever since we were 

young, we have heard people talk about this in connection with the tabernacle. Especially when 

the story got to the holy of holies. The teacher would be sure to tell us that the great Day of 

Atonement was the only day in the year when this most holy place was entered by a person. Only 

by the high priest. With incense and blood. And the teacher would immediately point to what the 

epistle to the Hebrews said, against the background of these shadows, about the work of our 

king-high priest, Jesus Christ. Correctly so. 

But it is our task now first of all, and most importantly of all, to discuss Leviticus 16 and 

focus on the preaching of this chapter, in view of its content and in view of the place in the book 

where this material meets us today. 

The reader would do well, for the sake of an overview, to place some Roman numerals in the 

margins of his Bible. Like this: 

 

 I. Preparatory commands (Lev. 16:1–10) 

 II. The actual atonement (Lev. 16:11–19) 

 III. Concluding actions (Lev. 16:20–28) 

 IV. Concluding commands (Lev. 16:29–34) 

 

By means of this outline, we obtain an overview of the entire chapter. With the help of this 

outline we will dig more deeply into each of the four sections of this chapter dealing with the 

great Day of Atonement. 

 

I. Preparatory commands (Lev. 16:1–10) 

 

In this first section, three things are in view: 

 

A. The “prelude” of the chapter 

B. The high priest’s garments for the great Day of Atonement 

C. The sacrifices for priesthood and people on the great Day of Atonement 

 

I. A. The “prelude” (vv. 1–2) 

 



Our chapter opens with the statement that God spoke with Moses about the great Day of 

Atonement, “after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they approached the 

LORD.” This does not means that God would never have spoken about the great Day of 

Atonement if Nadab and Abihu would not have misbehaved in the way that we discussed earlier, 

but it does mean that these events provided an occasion to give Aaron a serious warning that 

whenever he entered the holy of holies, he was to do so only at the time and the manner 

stipulated by God. For otherwise it could cost Aaron his life as well, “because I appear in the 

cloud over the atonement cover.” (Regarding that kabod or glory of Yahweh, see Exodus, 184–

85.) 

One of our later concluding comments will deal with the time of the great Day of Atonement. 

What God said about the manner in which Aaron alone was allowed to draw near, was 

related to the clothing and the sacrifices of the high priest that were stipulated for that day. We 

turn to these now. 

 

I. B. The high priest’s garments for the great Day of Atonement (v. 4) 

 

In our commentary on Exodus (265), we wrote the following: 

 

“Strictly speaking we can distinguish three aspects to the uniform worn by Israel’s high 

priest. First of all, there was the white coat he wore on the great Day of Atonement (Lev 

16:4, 23). We will not comment on that coat here. 

Secondly, he wore the same items of apparel as all the other priests, although the bonnet 

he wore looked somewhat different. 

Thirdly, there were certain items of apparel worn only by the high priest.” 

 

That is what we wrote earlier. Now we want to supplement that, as follows. On the great Day 

of Atonement the high priest had to appear before God without wearing any of his usual 

ceremonial garb. That garb consisted simply of (1) a coat, and (2) breeches, along with (3) a sash 

around his waist, and (4) nothing but a turban on his head. All these articles of clothing had to be 

made of bad. Not shesh, (probably) referring to expensive Egyptian linen, and absolutely not 

with shesh moshar, stiff linen, embroidered with various adornments, no, but made simply of 

bad and nothing more (see Exodus, 257–58). On the great Day of Atonement, Israel’s high priest 

wore simply a very plain white garment, made of the simplest of material. Only his cap had 

something striking. That did not have the shape of the priestly cap (migba’ah, presumably an 

upside-down cup), but it had the shape of his ordinary high priestly cap (mitsnepheth), 

presumably a turban. Perhaps this is so that Aaron would thereby have appeared somewhat 

higher and taller. 

The assumption was expressed that this simple clothing “spoke” of humiliation and humbling 

before God’s face. This was not said in so many words, however. It is true, though, that the great 

Day of Atonement was a day of humbling before Yahweh. This was the only prescribed day of 

fasting each year (Lev. 16:29). The only thing that we read explicitly and repeatedly is that the 

articles of clothing mentioned were garments of holiness. That clearly pointed to the purpose of 

the day: to impress Israel thoroughly that she was to be a holy people, the people of Yahweh. 

Naturally this was also in view with the command that Aaron was supposed to bathe before 

putting on these sacred garments. And this was surely in view as well with the white color of the 

high priestly clothing prescribed for that special day. 



 

I. C. The sacrifices for priesthood and people on the great Day of Atonement (vv. 3, 5–10) 

 

Next, the special sacrifices for this day are mentioned. Special features are left out 

(accompanying grain- and drink-offerings, Num. 29). 

These sacrifices were twofold, namely, first, the sacrifice for Aaron himself, and second, that 

for the people. 

(1) The sacrifices for Aaron himself and for his “house,” i.e., for the priesthood, would need 

to be a bull as a sin offering, and a ram as a burnt offering. 

(2) The sacrifices for the Israelite people would have to be two male goats as a sin offering 

and a ram as a burnt offering. 

 

In this connection, we wish to make the point that the two goats are being identified here as a 

single sin offering. Not two, but one. We must store that in our memory for later. That those two 

goats together constituted a single sin offering (v. 5). 

Finally, the last of all the preparatory commands. 

When the slaughter of the requisite sin offerings is discussed, that slaughter had to occur in 

the following order. First, Aaron had to bring the sin offering for himself and his house. Next, 

the sacrifice for the people. Except, he was not to slaughter both goats, but he was supposed to 

slaughter one and release the other one into the wilderness. Which one? Which goat had to be 

slaughtered and which one spared? God himself would determine that by means of casting lots. 

Aaron was supposed to bring both goats into the presence of God, at the entrance of the 

tabernacle, and then cast the lot. “One lot for Yahweh and one for Azazel” (v. 8; lit., “the goal of 

removal,” or the scapegoat). 

What does the phrase “for Azazel” mean? 

Nobody knows for sure. Many attempts have been made to explain the word Azazel. One 

person thinks it is a name for the goat itself, another person thinks it is a name for the wilderness, 

still a third person a term for the devil, and yet another thinks it means “departing” (for the 

departing goat), and someone else interprets it to mean “in order to remove” (the goat that 

removes). 

If neither etymology nor ancient translations can help us, we will have to interpret the words 

“for Azazel” on the basis of what follows in the immediate context. Parts II and III will talk 

further about the implementation of the preparatory commands. Perhaps that will furnish more 

light. 

 

II. The actual atonement (Lev. 16:11–19) 

 

It is obvious that the implementation of the previously stated commands occurred in two 

phases. First, a bull was brought as a sin offering for Aaron and his house, and then a goat was 

brought as a sin offering for the assembly of the people. 

At this point we would observe that beforehand, Aaron had to bring two handfuls of finely 

ground fragrant incense in a pan filled with burning coals that he had scooped from the altar of 

burnt sacrifice (on which fire was burning constantly), and had to set all of this down behind the 

second curtain. For what purpose? We read: so that “the smoke of the incense will conceal the 

atonement cover above the Testimony, so that he will not die” (v. 13). These words remind us 

immediately of the “prelude” to this chapter, the sin of Nadab and Abihu. Here Israel received 



instruction about the inaccessibility of God for people like those of whom Aaron was one, 

namely, not only a weak, mortal man, a man of “flesh,” a child of Adam, but also a man who 

personally and specifically had grieved and saddened Yahweh more than once. Such people 

could not possibly approach God, who alone has immortality and dwells in unapproachable light; 

whom no man has ever seen nor can see (1 Tim. 6:16). For that, they had to be made worthy, and 

to be called (Heb. 5:4). And if they then came near to God, they still had to be protected, 

otherwise it could still cost them their life. This was stated symbolically by means of the 

aromatic curtain of incense. Aaron had to secure that, whenever he came near the kabod or glory 

of Yahweh above the atonement covering. (For the protecting power of the incense, symbolizing 

prayer, see Num. 16:46–47.) Naturally we think in this connection of John 1:18: no one has ever 

seen God; the only begotten Son, who is at the bosom of the Father, he has made him known. 

Only now could the commands regarding the actual atonement be implemented. By means of 

the sprinkling of blood. We will focus on the following four stages. 

 

Stage 1 

 

First, Aaron had to sprinkle the blood of the bull brought as a sin offering. With his finger, 

and not by throwing it. No, placing only a few drops on the golden disc, the atonement covering 

that lay “on the testimony, i.e., on the ark of the covenant, in which were stored the Horeb 

certificate, in double, both copies of the Ten Words of the covenant. (Regarding the latter, see 

Exodus, 95, 127–28, 228; and regarding the difference between sprinkling, spraying and 

throwing, see earlier in Leviticus I). And he had to daub those droplets on the front of the 

atonement covering. We read literally: on the east side. This means that he was not supposed to 

proceed all too far into the holy of holies, but simply sprinkle with his finger the drops of blood 

on the front of the atonement covering. (For a drawing of the forecourt and tabernacle, see 

Exodus, p. 141, and pay special attention to the various compass directions indicated.) Hereby 

again respect for the holiness of Yahweh would be bound upon his heart. 

What did this action signify, however? 

The reader needs to recall what we mentioned earlier about the altars of the tabernacle 

(Exodus, 220–21). According to God’s promise, those altars would be meeting places for him 

and his people (Exod. 20:24). Those altars would represent his people to him, so that the blood 

on those altars would signify blood on the ones bringing the offering(s). Thereby the latter—the 

person(s) bringing the offering—would be covered (kipper) with the blood. 

This time the sprinkling of blood on the ark pointed to the covering of Aaron and his sons, 

the priests, with the blood of atonement before the face of God. What that covering of someone 

with blood signified, we say in connection with our discussion of Leviticus 17:11. It signified his 

atonement. 

That atonement of Aaron occurred this time on the ark, the most glorious of all the altars. 

Right under God’s eyes. There was no place higher and more exalted. 

At least at that time. This explains the annual repetition. 

Later Jesus became the Surety of a better covenant, and the priest of a higher order. Had he 

been from the same order of priests as Aaron, then he would have had to suffer often since the 

foundation of the world (i.e., from Horeb, since the institution of the cult there). But now he 

appeared once, in connection with the end of the ages, in order to remove sin through his 

sacrifice (Heb. 9:25–26). 

 



This was followed by yet another sprinkling. This did not occur on the atonement covering, 

but in front of it. That must have occurred on the ground. On the ground between the ark and the 

inner curtain (v. 14). Presumably the sprinkling of the atonement covering that we just discussed 

pointed to the atonement of the persons of the priesthood, the people, whereas this second 

sprinkling, on the ground of the sanctuary between the ark and the curtain, gave assurance of the 

atonement for official sins whereby the priests had defiled the sanctuary. We must note, in this 

connection, the sevenfold repetition in connection with this second sprinkling. This spoke of the 

covenant. Apparently it had in view specifically God’s covenant with Aaron and the rest of the 

priesthood. This covenant was certainly not kept perfectly, and thereby the sanctuary, especially 

the most important part, the holy of holies, was defiled. Those blemishes and shortcomings in 

observing the priestly covenant would now be (symbolically) covered by means of the second 

cleansing and thereby the most holy place would be cleansed. 

 

Stage 2 

 

After Aaron had brought the initial sacrifices for himself, he “shall then slaughter the goat for 

the sin offering for the people and take its blood behind the curtain and do with it as he did with 

the bull’s blood: He shall sprinkle it on the atonement cover and in front of it” (v. 15). In verse 

16a we receive the confirmation of the correctness of the explanation that we just furnished of 

the sprinkling of the blood of the bull. We stated that this was apparently first for the persons, 

and then for the defilement of the most holy place by means of their shortcomings. 

That same thing happened again, but then with the blood of the goat and for the Israelite 

people. “In this way he will make atonement for the Most Holy Place because of the uncleanness 

and rebellion of the Israelites, whatever their sins have been” (v. 16a). 

 

Stage 3 

 

Now it was the turn for the “holy place.” While the high priest was performing his atoning 

work there, no one else was allowed to go into that area (v. 17). His atoning work consisted in 

this, that in the holy place he would do what he had done in the most holy place. This is what 

verse 16b is talking about: “He is to do the same for the Tent of Meeting, which is among them 

in the midst of their uncleanness.” The phrase “Tent of Meeting” should be understood to refer to 

the “holy place” (cf. v. 20). The atoning work in this area would have consisted in applying the 

blood to the horns of the incense altar one time (Exod. 30:10), and sprinkling seven times the 

ground in front of this altar, between the altar and the curtain, in the direction of the ark behind 

the curtain. That blood would first have been the blood of the bull, and then the blood of the 

goat. First for Aaron himself, and then for the congregation. 

 

Stage 4 

 

Finally, the altar of burnt offering in the forecourt. 

Here similar actions occurred. First, blood is applied (natan) to the horns of the altar, then it 

was sprinkled seven times on the altar itself. This time, however, not on the ground. This was 

certainly because this ground did not in that sense constitute the actual dwelling like the ground 

where the holy place and the most holy place stood, and thus no atonement function needed to be 

performed. Is it possible that “the blood” that needed to be handled here was a mixture of the 



blood of the bull and the blood of the goat? What perhaps argues in favor of this is the singular: 

“the blood,” in verse 18. But a counter argument might be the fact that one will occasionally 

encounter a (presumed) mixture of blood and oil, and one of blood and water – although this was 

not in connection with a sacrifice – but nowhere one of blood with blood. We think that is not 

what is being referred to here in this passage. Otherwise, if the blood of the bull were to be 

mixed with the blood of the goat, the difference between the sacrifices for the sins of Aaron and 

for the sins of the people would disappear, a distinction on which Scripture places great 

emphasis, both here, in fact, already in Leviticus 8–10, and in Hebrews 5:3 and 9:7. 

With the blood that belonged to the same blood and thus to the same nepheš that appeared in 

the most holy place and in the holy place, on the altar of burnt offering not only were the sins of 

the persons (of priests and people) covered, but also especially the purification was performed of 

the altar of burnt offering that had been defiled by the shortcomings associated with observing 

the covenant with the priests and with the people. 

 

III. Concluding actions (Lev. 16:20–28) 

 

When we study everything that had to be performed on the great Day of Atonement with 

respect to actions associated with atonement, if one thing has been observed very clearly, it is 

this: those actions associated with atonement were now ended. Finished. Almost unnecessarily 

this is stated in the opening verse of Section III of our chapter: “When Aaron has finished 

making atonement for the Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar, then he shall . . .” 

(v. 20). We need to register carefully the fact that among the “concluding actions” that follow, 

we must not expect any actions that bear a genuinely atoning character! 

These concluding actions were five in number. 

A. Releasing the goat “for Azazel” 

B. Aaron changing his clothes 

C. Aaron carrying the burnt offering for himself and the burnt offering for the people 

D. The return of the man who had led away the goat that had been released 

E. The final actions with the bull of the sin offering and the goat of the sin offering 

 

III. A. Releasing the goat “for Azazel” (vv. 20–22) 

 

These verses speak further about what had been stated briefly in verse 10, namely, that the 

live goat had to be placed before the face of Yahweh, i.e., before the door of the tabernacle (and 

this goat naturally had to stand in waiting during the entire time when the high priest was busy 

with his fellow goat), in order finally to perform a twofold action there. Verse 10 stated that an 

action of atonement had to occur on him, and then he would be “released for Azazel, into the 

desert.” 

We will discuss those two actions of verses 21–22 now. 

 

1. First, the atonement actions (v. 21a). 

We read in verses 21–22: “He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and confess 

over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins—and put them on the 

goat’s head. He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for the 

task. The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release it in 

the desert.” 



The first thing we observe about this atonement action is that it is not an ordinary action. It is 

not joined to any shedding of blood. And yet the rule tolerated no exception: there is no 

forgiveness without the shedding of blood (Lev. 17:11; Heb. 9:22). How was this possible now? 

At this point we must recall that the two goats of verse 5 were presented to us together as one 

sin offering. The casting of lots as well, that is, the selection by God himself, of which goat had 

to die and which goat could remain alive, proceeded from that unity. At this point we must look 

back at the goat that had been slaughtered and whose blood had just covered the sins and had 

atoned, as if it had risen again and become alive again in order to fulfill its role still further. Now 

on this animal that had, so to speak, risen again and become alive again, the sins were once again 

confessed and laid upon it. Now no longer as unatoned sins, but as atoned sins. Actually this was 

supposed to happen with the dead (but made alive again) animal, but because this was not 

possible at this point, it happened with the second animal, concerning which it is stated with 

repeated emphasis that it was alive, and that (in verse 5) it had just been introduced as being 

together with the other goat as a single sin offering. 

(The fact that sins that are forgiven are nonetheless still confessed once more will not 

surprise the reader. In the same way, the great evil that Paul had committed again Christ and his 

followers had been forgiven for a long time [Acts 22:16], when years later he nonetheless 

confessed them once again [Gal. 1:13; 1 Tim. 1:13].) 

Which sins of the Israelites were atoned, and laid on the (second) animal as already atoned? 

People will answer: “Every sin,” and that is correct, for that is what it says. But first of all, 

the sins of intention were naturally singled out, meaning thereby exclusively the sins committed 

without premeditation. Intentional apostates and traitors of God’s covenant received no 

forgiveness. But then there was so much remaining, that could not exist before God’s holy face. 

Various “iniquities”. Thereby would certainly have been included unnoticed transgressions 

against the sanctuary (ʿăwōnōwt, Num. 18:1, 23). It could certainly happen that someone might 

come near to the tabernacle and altar without compunction who was not entirely pure. Further 

kinds of sins are mentioned: “all the iniquities of the people of Israel, and all their transgressions, 

all their sins” (v. 21). For “transgressions” a word is used (pišʿêhem) that speaks for “falling 

away from Yahweh,” and for “sins” a word is used that is used in connection with the sin 

offering, a word that can by itself mean sin offering (ḥaṭṭaʾt), a word that we saw used with 

reference to the handling of the sin offering and also afterward, in close connection with God’s 

covenant. All of these slips on Israel’s part, no matter how unnoticed, away from the high plane 

of living, on which the people had been placed and exalted by God at Horeb, were forgiven. 

There was absolutely no further trace to be seen upon God’s congregation. 

2. Next, verses 21b-22 talk about what was supposed to happen with this live goat. We read 

that after first laying the aforementioned (atoned) sins on the head of the goat, the high priest was 

to hand over the goat to a man who had been appointed (or was readied) for this, and that man 

would bring the animal to the desert. In this way the goat would carry all their iniquities to a 

remote area. He was to release the goat in the desert. 

The significance of this symbolic action seems no longer very difficult to identify. Obviously 

it was not intended to grant Israel atonement, but rather the assurance of atonement. For it 

embodied a sermon for the people. For whom else? For the entire people. For that purpose the 

sin offering had been brought to Yahweh (Lev. 16:15). Perhaps connected with this was the 

instituted practice of having the live goat brought away by the most preeminent man among the 

people on whom the eye of the high priest happened to fall, after he had completed his task of 

bringing atonement in the sanctuary. 



It is also clear why the live goat had to be led away and released in the desert. There, outside, 

was the place outside the camp of Israel, i.e., outside the area where the people of life had been 

arranged around the tent of the God of life. There was the place where the dead were buried. Out 

there, in that direction at least, outside the camp, everyone had to dwell who had leprosy, or a 

flow of bodily fluid, and all who had become unclean by touching a corpse (Num. 5:2–3). There 

we find that altogether different terrain, the terrain of paganism and of Satan with his devils 

(Acts 26:18; Eph. 2:2; 6:12). There it was no longer the power of the coming age that was at 

work (Heb. 6:5), the Spirit of God with his saving gospel (Heb. 4:2). Surely Israel did not yet 

possess as clear a knowledge of these things as we do, thanks to the New Testament. Although 

Satan and his devils were just as real and active then as now, and they fulfilled their terrible role 

in those days as they do now after Christ’s coming. Therefore the manner in which God warned 

his ancient church against the danger of these spirits was different in Israel’s time than now. It 

was symbolic then. Visual instruction. No less communicative. So communicative, in fact, that 

later the New Testament would be based upon it. Old Testament theologian B. Holwerda wrote: 

“First of all there is repeated language about the erēmos [desert]; and that words possesses a 

gruesome ring. Think of the story about the possessed man from Gadara, who lived among the 

graves (!) and was driven by the devil to the deserts (!), whereas later the devils drove a herd of 

pigs into the water and made them drown. You find similar features in almost every story about 

the healing of someone who was possessed: the devils appear repeatedly like destructive powers. 

From this the connection is immediately clear between desert, devil, and death. But then by 

means of a long explanation this connection is illustrated by the apocalyptic portrait of the 

destruction of Babylon: this city then became ‘a dwelling place for demons, a haunt for every 

unclean spirit, a haunt for every unclean bird, a haunt for every unclean and detestable beast’ 

(Rev. 18:2), completely parallel with the portrait of the prophets). Also characteristic is what 

Christ says about an unclean spirit, when it has come out of a man: ‘it passes through waterless 

places seeking rest, but finds none’ (Matt. 12:43).” 

In this citation from Holwerda we placed in italic the words “desert, devil, and death.” You 

will recall that earlier we identified this trio in connection with the teaching of the sin offering 

and in connection with the unclean and dead animals. We believe we need to do that here as 

well. For on the one hand, the gospel of the great Day of Atonement was deeply shameful for 

Israel. After a year of slaughtering and sacrificing, Israel still had to be purified from various 

impurities and hidden errors that essentially were just so many slips away from the high place of 

life upon which God had place here, down to the level of the devil and of death. But that 

purifying had happened completely, so completely that the most prominent Israelite could take 

the visible and tangible proof of that (the goat) with him to the desert and release it there. That 

place to which Israel’s eye could not look without her heart quivering about evil spirits. That 

region of God-forsakenness (Lev. 17:7; Isa. 13:21; 34:11–15; Jer. 51:37; Rev. 18:2). In the 

direction of that desert the cry was now being sounded (in the hearing of every Israelite): My 

people are pure. Keep your hands off them, you understand? 

 

Two more comments. 

Perhaps someone who has read the foregoing discussion will be inclined to suppose that we 

favor the view that the word Azazel referred to “a desert demon.” This view was held by some 

rabbis, by Origen, and by later commentators in more recent times. This view fits easily with the 

idea that the live goat was sent into the desert as a testimony against Satan as Israel’s accuser. 



The temptation is great indeed, when it comes to Leviticus 16:8, where it talks about “one lot 

for Yahweh and one lot for Azazel,” they think the word Azazel is a proper name, because the 

word Yahweh is also a proper name. And that proper name would then supposedly refer to the 

prince of the demons, Satan. But we think that there are many arguments against this view. (1) 

The oldest translations did not view Azazel as a person, but as a quality of the animal. (2) The 

rabbis we mentioned a moment ago were not among the earlier rabbis, so that the sentiments of 

the oldest rabbis could have been different. (3) Such talk about the devil would appear 

completely isolated within the entire Torah of Moses; even in Genesis 3 Satan is not mentioned 

explicitly, unlike, for example, Job 1:6 and Zechariah 3:1. (4) The notion that this Satan is being 

identified here as a kind of “desert demon” corresponding with Yahweh as more or less his 

partner does not at all sit well with us. Such an exaltation of a creature, let alone this kind of 

creature, to the position of a virtual anti-God strikes us as being in conflict with God’s own 

command in the Law: You shall not mention the names of other gods or take those names upon 

your lips (Exod. 23:23; cf. Ps. 16:4). 

So we do not see in the Hebrew word la’azazēl a reference to the devil or a demon. But to 

what then does it refer? Although this question cannot be answered with complete certainty, we 

have the greatest affinity for translating the word in question as “to remove it.” The first lot was 

then cast “for Yahweh,” i.e., to be offered to him, and the second “in order to remove it,” i.e., the 

animal itself that was led to the desert and released there (v. 21). Possibly the idea is related to 

this of the living animal at the same time taking along the (atoned) sins and putting them away 

(v. 20). But the main thing, in our opinion, is the contrast between “to be sacrificed” and “not to 

be sacrificed.” This motive is mentioned first, in verse 10, and as we know, the Torah 

customarily mentions the most prominent item first. 

 

Here is our second comment. 

In the word la’azazel we see no name identification for Satan or one of his devils. 

Nonetheless we did see in the desert a symbolic identification of the world that was hostile to 

Israel, specifically, the world of evil spirits. If someone should now see in that leading away of 

the live goat to the desert, not only a symbolic testimony for Israel, unto the assurance of their 

complete purification, but simultaneously against the world of evil spirits hostile to Israel, we 

would not venture to reject such a interpretation as impossible. In the first place, having seen 

what Scripture says about the desert, as we explain earlier. Secondly, also having seen what it 

teaches about the hostile role of Satan and his subordinate spirits against Israel (Zech. 3; Dan. 

10). And in the third place, having seen what happened with our Savior. For in his own person, 

he not only brought the sacrifice for our sins by means of his atoning death, and simultaneously 

received for himself and for us a testimony regarding the purification of our sins in his 

resurrection and ascension (Rom. 4:25; Heb. 1:3), but the Lord’s exaltation was also a testimony 

against “the spirits in prison” (1 Pet. 3:19), and following his exaltation, the expulsion of Satan 

and his angels from heaven (Col. 2:15; Rev. 12:7–9; cf. 1 Kings 22:19–23; Job. 1:6). 

We must take care that we not simply accept the claim that in ancient times, in contrast to us, 

Israel had no more than a primitive knowledge about angels and devils. It may well have been 

just the opposite. Israel had certainly heard about this from their ancestors (Gen. 18:22; 19:1; 

28:12; 32:1). But probably via Moses as well. For even though we are told this for the first time 

in the New Testament (Acts 7:38, 53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2), it was certain, for example, that Israel 

(Moses) had received the Torah through the mediation of angels. Perhaps Moses told this to his 

contemporaries, but it simply was not written down (cf. Deut. 32:8 [see Genesis, 177–179]; 33:2 



[LXX]). In any case, even if God would not have spoken extensively to Israel about the devils, 

these did exist in ancient times and did hold the Gentiles within their power. How they would 

have liked to have gotten their hands on Israel (again)! Something that did succeed all too often. 

Despite God’s warnings against this that he gave in various ways (sin offering, food laws, etc.). 

Indeed, in the Book of the Covenant, Israel was warned about Canaanizing—becoming like the 

Canaanites (see Exodus, 116–121). But once more, perhaps Israel understood more about the 

dangerous spirit world that lay behind paganism, and about God’s warning against that, than we 

think. How else can we explain that later that background is discussed as though it were an 

ordinary, well-known phenomenon? 

Therefore, although in our reading of Leviticus 16 we would not wish to be guilty of 

recklessly placing equal signs (e.g., the death of the first goat = Christ’s atoning death; the 

release of the second goat = Christ’s exaltation; the desert = the world of devils; Azazel = Satan), 

we nonetheless consider the possibility to be rather great that the release of the live goat in the 

desert in Moses’ day, is to be understood simultaneously as a testimony for Israel and as a 

testimony against the spirit world that was hostile to Israel, given the presence of abundant 

symbolism in the instruction of Israel throughout the entire book of Leviticus. So great is this 

possibility that we do not think it is improbable that in Peter’s later words about Christ’s 

ascension as being a blast of the victor’s trumpet in the hearing of the (evil) spirits in prison (1 

Pet. 3:19), we can hear an allusion to the well-known symbolism of the great Day of Atonement. 

This first epistle of Peter contains not only the usual backward glances to the Law that we find in 

all the other New Testament writers (blood, sanctification, 1:2; lamb, 1:19; priesthood, 2:5, 9; 

etc.), but for us there is no doubt that we are being specifically and especially reminded of the 

symbolism of the ancient sanctuary by passages like 1 Peter 1:12 (angels who desire to look into 

something), 1:16 (be holy, for I am holy, Lev. 11:44–45; 19:2; 20:7), 1:19 (the lamb without 

defect or blemish), 1:20 (the foundation of the world). If, with the release of the live goat, who 

was part of the single sin offering along with the goat that was slaughtered, God did indeed 

provide the symbolism of a demonstration, a triumphant declaration of purity for his people over 

against the army of spirits, concerning whose commander it would be said later in Israel that he 

was the accuser of God’s own (Zech. 3:1; Rev. 12:10), then the assumption seems plausible that 

the apostle Peter was placing a tangible connection between this symbolic action of God in the 

Old Testament and his real exaltation of the once-dead and now-risen Christ at the ascension, 

before the eyes of Satan and his wicked angels. In both instances we are dealing with a 

demonstration. (We are saving for later a comment about the place of Leviticus 16 and the 

significance of this chapter for the meaning of the release of the scapegoat as a demonstration.) 

 

III. B. Aaron changing his clothes (vv. 23–24a) 

 

Another clear proof that the actual work of atonement was completed with the slaughter of 

the first goat is provided to us by what we read about the changing of clothes that Aaron had to 

perform. He had to do three things. 

First, he had to take off the white garments of the great Day of Atonement. They had to be 

deposited in the sanctuary. They had to remain there. For that was holy (v. 4). 

Next, he had to bathe. Perhaps this was on account of the work that had been performed 

earlier, even though the high priest would probably have been assisted by one or more priests in 

the slaughtering of the bull and the goat. But this bathing had already been prescribed for every 

priest who came near to the tabernacle or to the altar of sacrifice (Exod. 30:19–21). Just so we 



don’t suppose that the high priest had made himself unclean by touching the scapegoat who was 

being sent away. We read nothing of the kind. 

Then Aaron had to put on “his clothes.” That is, his usual decorative garment. Clothed in this 

manner, he had to perform the rest of his work. That was also priestly work. It was even atoning 

work, as we will see in a moment. But the actual work of the great Day of Atonement was now 

finished. 

 

III. C. Aaron carrying the burnt offering for himself and the burnt offering for the people (vv. 

24b-45) 

 

After Aaron had put on his customary high priestly clothing again, he had to go outside, i.e., 

to the forecourt, and prepare the burnt offering for himself (a ram, v. 3) and for the people (also a 

ram, v. 5). 

We discussed the significance of the burnt offering earlier in Leviticus I. This was the 

preeminent sacrifice whereby God provided Israel with the assurance that she was his people and 

was to devote herself to him with all their heart and all their conduct. This sacrifice always 

functioned as a foundational sacrifice. In the literal sense of the word, it lay at the foundation of 

all the other sacrifices. On this day as well, it started off at the head of the daily sacrificial 

ministry. 

Nevertheless, along with telling us about these two burnt offerings, the first for Aaron 

himself and then the one for the people, we are told that they administered atonement. This does 

not surprise us. When we discussed the burnt offering, we saw that the special meaning of this 

kind of sacrifice was related to sanctification, but the burnt sacrifice, just like every other bloody 

sacrifice, was also brought for the purpose of atonement, for justification (Lev. 1:4). It is obvious 

that extra attention is being drawn here to this general purpose, in connection with these bloody 

sacrifices offered immediately after both of the sin offerings associated with the great Day of 

Atonement. The usual daily ministry of atonement was begun immediately once again. On what 

basis, after all, would the other sacrifices of that day supposedly have had to have been offered? 

For as the reader knows, the burnt offering was the indispensable basis of every other sacrifice. 

Here the incompleteness of the Horeb covenant, specifically, of its ministry of atonement, is 

held up before our eyes. Annually, no, daily, the atonement sacrifices had to be repeated. Until 

Christ came “once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but 

by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption” (Heb. 9:12). 

We are reminded of that steady repetition of the (ancient, symbolic) ministry of atonement of 

the Law also by the precise prescription that the fat of the sin offering—namely, of both of the 

slaughtered animals of the sin offering, the bull and the goat—had to be burned on the altar. We 

will see in a moment what had to happen with the rest of the animal slaughtered for the sin 

offering. 

 

III. D. The return of the man who had led away the goat that was released (v. 26) 

 

While the high priest completed the last-mentioned activities, the man who had come to the 

high priest’s attention for bringing the live goat out to the desert and release it there, completed 

the task assigned to him and returned to the camp of the people. But before he was allowed to 

enter the camp, he had to wash his clothes and bathe his body in water. Only then could he enter 

the camp. 



It is very correct to explain these actions of the man as acts of purification. But it was entirely 

incorrect to suppose that the man had to purify himself because he had come into contact with 

the goat, the goat that had been sent out into the desert bearing the sins of the people. That 

interpretation arose because people did not correctly understand the intention of the symbolic 

action of releasing the live goat (see III. A. 2.). If what Jewish tradition reports is true, i.e., that 

the custom arose of throwing this goat over a cliff after it had been brought a couple hours 

distance away from Jerusalem, then neither did later Jews understand anything of that symbolic 

action. For why would the man have defiled himself by touching the goat? This goat, as we saw, 

had been designated to carry away into the desert sins that had been confessed and atoned, and 

was not sent away or chased off into that desert, but was released in the desert. That man was 

never given the assignment of killing the animal. That is exactly what God did not want. 

Otherwise the animal’s life would not have been spared through God’s own determination of the 

lot. Moreover, the live goat was united with the dead goat. A sin offering. Now, animals brought 

for a sin offerings were not unholy, but holy; not unclean, but clean. But this feature is lost from 

sight by exegetes and dogmaticians even in our day, so that they do not properly understand 

Hebrews 13:11–12. 

No, the man had to purify himself because he had been in the desert. This was something that 

was not always demanded of someone who entered the camp of Israel from the desert, but it was 

required today, on the great Day of Atonement. That is very telling. Because on this day that 

desert had functioned as a symbol of the world that was hostile toward Israel, the world of Satan. 

Those mouths were stopped! Israel is my clean people! 

Here again we would like to make two comments. 

First, unfortunately, the action of the man who released the second goat outside the camp was 

understood entirely wrongly not only by the Jews, but also by the first Christians. (And if we are 

not careful today, then we too will allow ourselves to be duped by such translations like “chase 

away” with reference to the second goat, rather than “release” or “let go.”) Tertullian, for 

example, wanted to persuade the Jews that Jesus was the promised Messiah by giving an 

explanation of the two goats, in which he provided this as his best argument: 

 

So, again, I will make an interpretation of the two goats which were habitually offered on the 

fast-day. Do not they, too, point to each successive stage in the character of the Christ who is 

already come? A pair, on the one hand, and consimilar (they were), because of the identity of 

the Lord’s general appearance, inasmuch as He is not to come in some other form, seeing that 

He has to be recognised by those by whom He was once hurt. But the one of them, begirt 

with scarlet, amid cursing and universal spitting, and tearing, and piercing, was cast away by 

the People outside the city into perdition, marked with manifest tokens of Christ’s passion; 

who, after being begirt with scarlet garment, and subjected to universal spitting, and afflicted 

with all contumelies, was crucified outside the city. The other, however, offered for sins, and 

given as food to the priests merely of the temple, gave signal evidences of the second 

appearance; in so far as, after the expiation of all sins, the priests of the spiritual temple, that 

is, of the church, were to enjoy a spiritual public distribution (as it were) of the Lord’s grace, 

while all others are fasting from salvation (An Answer to the Jews, chap. 14; cf. Against 

Marcion, chap. 7). 

 

He would have obtained such nonsense from writers like Pseudo-Barnabas (chap. 7), who also 

thought that the second goat was accursed and chased into the desert crowned with scarlet, again, 



as a “type” of Christ. Pseudo-Barnabas himself in turn had heard people in his surroundings tell 

about the mistreatment that the second goat endured at the hands of the Jews—the animal was 

pushed off a precipice. What damage a silly misunderstand can do! 

Secondly, if we may view the release of the second goat in the desert as a symbolic deed, that 

signified a challenge from Yahweh on Israel’s behalf against the world of paganism and 

destruction outside her camp, then we may surmise why this chapter, which deals with the great 

Day of Atonement, Leviticus 16, was placed exactly at this point and not, for example, in the 

neighborhood of Leviticus 22, dealing with the feasts. The reason would have been because 

Leviticus 16, with this anti-pagan tenor, fit precisely between Leviticus 11–15 and Leviticus 17–

20, with a similar, especially forceful anti-Canaanite thrust. We have seen this latter somewhat 

already, and will we see it further. As far as Leviticus 11–15 is concerned, those chapters 

preached: “Israel is my holy people.” And in Leviticus 16: “Israel continues to be my holy 

people.” 

 

III. E. The final actions with the bull of the sin offering and the goat of the sin offering (vv. 27–

28) 

 

Finally, we have lying there in the forecourt those carcasses of the bull and the goat sacrifices 

associated with the sin offering, and we know from our earlier discussion of the sin offering what 

had to happen with dead animals associated with the sin offering. They were extremely holy. 

Ordinary Israelites were not allowed to eat of them. When it came to sin offerings that were 

brought for a (high) priest or for the people, and thus their blood was brought into the sanctuary, 

even the priests were not permitted to eat of them, but had to burn the animals in their entirety 

outside the camp. Therefore this certainly had to happen with the sin offering bull and the 

slaughtered sin offering goat on the great Day of Atonement. For their blood had been brought 

even further into the tabernacle than the holy place, namely, into the most holy place. 

The reader will also recall how strong an emphasis we placed on the fact that some sin 

offerings were burned outside the camp, not because they were so unclean. Far from it. They 

were the exact opposite, extremely holy. No, simply in order to prevent confusion with the peace 

offering and burnt offering. That was all. 

Well then, when we read that the man who had burned both of those dead sacrificial animals 

outside the camp on the great Day of Atonement was not allowed to return unless he had washed 

his clothes and bathed his body, then these actions must be interpreted in a way that corresponds 

with those pertaining to the man who returned after having released the (live) goat of the sin 

offering. That man as well, who had burned the carcasses, had not been defiled by the two dead 

animals of the sin offering, but by the desert. By which we mean the desert on the great Day of 

Atonement. For otherwise, this washing of clothes and bathing was not required for someone 

who had burned those sin offering animals outside the camp. In Leviticus 4 and 6 we read that on 

that day, the desert fulfilled a role of special importance, namely, to assure the Israelites that they 

were completely cleansed from all their sins. God had caused this to be sounded forth, for their 

comfort, in the hearing of death and of the devils. This explains why the man who returned from 

burning both of those (dead) sin offering animals on the great Day of Atonement outside the 

camp, that is, in the desert, had to submit to the command to wash his clothes and bathe. A fine 

feature as part of the symbolism of the great Day of Atonement. 

 

IV. Concluding commands (Lev. 16:29–34) 



 

The chapter about the great Day of Atonement ends with two commands relating mainly to: 

 

A. the fixed date for the great Day of Atonement; and 

B. the high priestly task on that day. 

 

IV. A. Concluding command regarding the fixed date for the great Day of Atonement (vv. 29–

31) 

 

The actual atonement work of the great Day of Atonement occurred in all quietness. No one 

else was allowed in the tabernacle, not even a priest could be present in the holy place, when the 

high priest did his work in the holy place and the most holy place. No one saw it. And yet the 

entire people was involved in it. 

Therefore God gave the command that this day would be a day of fasting from everyone. For 

“fasting” and for “humbling oneself,” the Hebrew uses the same word. Perhaps the bejeweled 

garment worn by the high priest as he performed his task (vv. 4, 24) pointed in this direction. 

This was the only day of fasting in the entire year that God had prescribed in the Law for Israel. 

It is obvious that for the church of the new dispensation this command had become obsolete. 

Appointed fast days were not to be laid upon us by men, when God himself no longer does so. 

Nevertheless, (organized) fasting has occurred in Reformed churches. It is something different, 

of course, if we fast as a result of heavy sorrow, great sins, or dreadful fear. Then it is automatic 

that we are not hungry, when in such days we call to God for comfort, forgiveness, or 

deliverance. Then no one needs to lay upon us any ecclesiastical regulation, as Christians have 

unfortunately permitted to happen. 

At the same time, God commanded that Israel had to spend this day like a Sabbath, indeed, 

like “a complete Sabbath.” Thus, absolutely no cause or reason was allowed to distract Israel’s 

attention from the great covenant events of this day. The person dwelling among Israel as a 

sojourner would not be permitted to do any work on that day. All attention had to be focused on 

what happened there in the sanctuary. 

The great Day of Atonement would have to be celebrated every year on the tenth day of the 

seventh month. We will discuss this date more when we discuss Israel’s feasts. 

If we consult our list of dates, then we see that during Israel’s stay at Horeb, she did not 

observe the great Day of Atonement. That must have occurred for the first time somewhere en 

route to Canaan. 

 

IV. B. Concluding command regarding the task of the high priest on the great Day of Atonement 

(vv. 32–34) 

 

The ordinance regarding the great Day of Atonement ends with a summary (just as do other 

parts of Leviticus, like 15:32–33). In that summary two things are pressed upon Israel’s heart. 

First, that the work of the annual day of atonement was not to be performed by anyone other than 

Aaron, or after him, by the oldest son among his descendants. That matter would be governed 

“by bodily descent” (Heb. 7:16). Secondly, this work on the day of atonement was not to be 

performed by the high priest in any other manner than in the sacred garments that we have 

already discussed, and would have the purpose of purifying the entire sanctuary. We directed the 

attention of our readers to this as well. The sanctuary was defiled by the sins of the priesthood 



and people. But there was relief for that, and its purification was at the same time a purification 

of priesthood and people. 

 

Indeed, we think that this concluding command helps to focus even more clearly on the place 

of our chapter, Leviticus 16, in the entire book of Leviticus, and on the place of the priesthood 

together with the sanctuary and the sacrificial ministry in the midst of the people whom God had 

honored with the Horeb covenant. 

At this point we have reached the center of the book of Leviticus. We have reached a point 

where we may perhaps place a rest stop. For we have now become aware of the sacrificial 

ministry (Lev. 1–7), the priesthood (Lev. 8–10), and the possible means of defilement (Lev. 11–

15). The chapter about the great Day of Atonement (Lev. 16) fits automatically with all of these. 

That was the day when all possible uncleanness of the Israelites was removed. 

Later, Leviticus will deal further with those possible means of defilement. Immediately in 

chapter 17 already. For the Horeb covenant was glorious, but it brought something with it. Israel 

was surrounded with warnings against forsaking the foundation of life on which Yahweh had 

placed her. For Israel, the Law, no matter how beautiful it was, was not so very easy. It had the 

quality of a disciplinarian, no matter how evangelical its purpose. Because of that, the sigh would 

have gone up on occasion: Who can do all these things! How easily our foot slips off the holy 

pathway! 

So then, Leviticus 16 offered comfort. In no other chapter does the important task of Israel’s 

priesthood come so clearly before us as in this chapter about the great Day of Atonement. 

God wanted to bind the relationship between himself and his people of that time to this 

priesthood. Concerning this priesthood (of Leviticus) Hebrews 7:11 says: “for under it the people 

received the law.” When at Horeb, “the foundation of the (Israelite) world” occurred, the new 

foundation on which the Israelite society would rest from that point forward, the priesthood with 

its mediating place and task constituted such a preeminent part that all the other laws were 

interwoven with those pertaining to this priesthood. They had their basis in those priestly laws, 

so much so that Hebrews 7 says: “For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is 

necessarily a change in the law as well” (Heb. 7:12). That meant: Since we, Christians, are now 

no longer directed to the mediation of priests, for us too the other ordinances and commands of 

the Horeb covenant no longer apply in their former manner. (Such a soft scolding appeared 

necessary for the Christians of that time. Recall what we wrote about the Jewish Christians in the 

time that approached the year of Jerusalem’s destruction). But with all of this, the letter of 

Hebrews was definitely not speaking in unfriendly terms about the Horeb covenant. Nor of the 

Law resting upon it. Perhaps the Law has been “set aside” (Heb. 7:18), i.e., declared void, but it 

always befits us to recall with gratitude what an excellent ministry it performed in order to 

arouse in Israel the hope of something better (Heb. 7:19). 

This excellent ministry we have seen described in Leviticus 16. For us as well, this chapter 

continues to hold great value. The sacrifice that the high priest had to bring on the great Day of 

Atonement, first for himself, causes our eyes today to look to “the Son, who has been made 

perfect forever” (Heb. 7:28; 8:3). Whereas we may know everything about his coming in the 

flesh. How must this same Law of the great Day of Atonement have made the heart of the 

Israelite church long for the perfect High Priest. This is what Hebrews 7 is talking about. In the 

respect, it shows a similar emphasis as Galatians 3. Not only did the apostle Paul write in his 

letter to the Galatians (that was directed against Judaizing), that the Law for Israel was a 

paidagogus unto Christ (3:24), but also according to the writer of the letter to the Hebrews (that 



was aimed against the Jewish Christian zeal for the law), the Law “brought” the Israelite people 

to Christ (7:18). 

What an impressive strengthening this hope-stimulating preaching by the Law with its visible 

instruction (on the great Day of Atonement as well) received later, during the time of king David, 

when this ruler received the promise that a successor would come forth from him who—an 

unheard of phenomenon is Israel!—would bear both the priestly as well as the kingly dignity. In 

the manner of Melchizedek (Ps. 110). 

 

  



Chapter 23 

 

Be careful with the blood! (Lev. 17) 

 

 

In this chapter we will first say something about Leviticus 17–26, and then discuss the first of 

these chapters, Leviticus 17. 

 

1. An overview of Leviticus 17–26 

 

According to some, Leviticus 17 is the first in a series of chapters that together form a kind 

of unit, an independent section that constitutes the conclusion of the book of Leviticus. Leviticus 

27 supposedly follows as a supplement, but this main section of Leviticus 17–26 supposedly 

concludes the actual book of Leviticus. Because in this last large main section, so people 

thought, the holiness of Yahweh is discussed in such an unusual manner, as is the holiness of the 

priesthood and the people, it has acquired from many in the scholarly world a distinct name, the 

“Holiness Code.” 

Others refused to follow this line of thinking, however. Neither the claim that Leviticus 17–

26 constituted an independent unit, nor the view that here the holiness of Yahweh and his people 

is being presented in an entirely unusual manner. They point out that in the other chapters of 

Leviticus, the holiness of Yahweh and his people is a constantly recurring theme. Moreover, one 

Reformed commentator (Gispen) has observed that the first of these chapters (Lev. 17) can 

hardly be described as a heading or introduction for such an independent “Holiness Code.” Our 

readers will admit the correctness of this comment, when in a moment they see in Leviticus 17 

that here as well, Israel is being warned about defilement, and when they recall that on the Great 

Day of Atonement, sin offerings were brought in order “to purify” the Israelites (Lev. 16:30). In 

other words, Leviticus 17 moves further along the same line as Leviticus 16, even as Leviticus 

16 is joined to Leviticus 11–15 (see chapters 15–19, the clean people of Yahweh. Make a 

separation, then, between clean and unclean). 

 

But is Leviticus 17–26 nonetheless perhaps a Scripture section that displays certain features 

of similarity with the kind of treaty documents that had been composed formerly in the pre-

Asiatic world in connection with making covenants? Consider Leviticus 26, for example. Does 

not that chapter, with its sanctions of promised blessing and threatened curse, resemble such a 

covenant treaty document? 

We discussed these treaties in Exodus (96–101). From what we said at that point, it seemed 

that when at Horeb God entered his covenant with Israel, he apparently made use of certain 

customs that existed at that time in connection with establishing covenants. Correspondence in 

structure and wording between the documents that people drew up on those occasions in the 

world surrounding Israel, and the Ten Words of Exodus 20, is not to be denied. This applies, in 

fact, to other parts of the Old Testament, like Exodus 19:3–6 (the very first words of God to 

Moses about the covenant to be established at Horeb), Exodus 20:22–23:33 (the so-called book 

of the covenant), Exodus 34:10–26 (repetition and underscoring of several matters from the book 

of the covenant), Joshua 24 (the covenant renewal at Shechem), 1 Samuel 12 (covenant renewal 

at Gilgal), etc. 

Nevertheless, in this series of Scripture passages no room was made for Leviticus 17–26. 



In the last chapters, matters arise that strongly resemble the form and content of the covenant 

documents we mentioned. We have already mentioned the sanctions of Leviticus 26, the blessing 

and curse of the covenant. Later we will obviously have to consider the customary reminders of 

God’s saving deeds in Exodus 19:3b, 4a; 20:2; 20:22; Joshua 24:1–13; 1 Samuel 12:6–12 (God’s 

zidqōt, righteous deeds, i.e., saving deeds, 12:7), when we will hear the words echo: “I am 

Yahweh, your God” (Lev. 18:2, etc.). In addition, the place that Moses occupies in Leviticus 17–

26 as the go-between, together with the commission given him (Lev. 17:8, “and you shall say to 

them”) leads us to think as well of the role played by Moses, Joshua, and Samuel, respectively, 

in the events of Exodus 19:3–6, Joshua 24, and 1 Samuel 12, and of the commission of Exodus 

19:3 and 6 (“thus you shall say,” “these are the words that you shall speak”). Nor will we later 

see the warnings against foreign gods omitted, warnings that are so characteristic of Scripture 

passages that indisputably demonstrate the ancient customary pattern of treaty documents (Ex. 

20:3, 23; 34:14–17; Josh. 24:14); you can see this starting already in Leviticus 17:1–7. 

But all of this does not at all incline us to consider Leviticus 17–26 to be the entirety or part 

of a substantive treaty text. For that, this Scripture portion as a whole, and most of its sections, 

lack far too much the familiar usual structure of the documents mentioned (preamble, historical 

prologue, regulation of the future relationship between the parties of the treaty, stipulations, 

witnesses, depositing copies of the document, regulation for periodic reading of the treaty, curse- 

and blessing-formulae). Whereas what we just stated applies also to the first chapter, Leviticus 

17, namely, that it can hardly be viewed as a heading or introduction, and certainly not of a treaty 

text. 

 

How then must we explain the phenomena signaled in Leviticus 17–26, which strongly lead 

us to think of a covenant document? 

When in Exodus we reported the astonishing discovery achieved by scholars in connection 

with comparing excavated treaty documents (Assyrian and Hittite) with some parts of Holy 

Scripture, we mentioned the name of Professor Albright, universally respected as an expert in the 

ancient history and languages of the world of the ancient Near East, and we took special note of 

the widespread recognition of this scholar’s adoption of the results of the investigation conducted 

by his students Mendenhall and Wiseman Jr., that until that time he had devoted too little 

attention to the place of the covenant in Israel’s religious and political life. This investigation has 

subsequently been continued by others. We mentioned the name of Professor Meredith Kline. 

Now we could add the names of others in whose writings mention is made of the highly 

remarkable fact, which each person discovered independently of others, that we should speak not 

only of a certain influence of standard official covenant language around Israel upon such 

portions of Scripture as we enumerated (Exod. 19:3–6; Exod. 20; Josh. 24; etc.), but also upon 

other parts of the Old Testament, e.g., the prophecies of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, indeed, that this 

influence can also be identified in certain Jewish writings discovered years later in the caves of 

Qumran, as well as in the literary form and content of the so-called Epistle of Barnabas, the 

Didache, and other early-Christian literature. 

The covenant treaty practice appears to have left its traces all over. Covenant treaty language 

seems to have been universal. 

Seeing this widespread influence of covenant ideas and covenant formulae, we need not be 

especially surprised by the phenomena in the book of Leviticus that we alluded to earlier, 

although the content of them came into existence quite sooner than a number of other biblical 

and extra-biblical writings mentioned above. For the Horeb covenant had been established 



shortly before. This Horeb covenant was the foundation beneath the commands and ordinances 

that constitute the content of Leviticus. No wonder, when we constantly hear the echoes of the 

covenant resonating in them. Just as that clearly happened with the teaching of the sin offering 

(Lev. 4:1–5:13). And in chapters 11–15, dealing with the purity laws. And in the chapter dealing 

with the Great Day of Atonement. “You, paganism, and you, world of devils, keep your hands 

off my Israel!” Well, the same is true of Leviticus 17–26. 

There is something else. 

In Leviticus 17–26 we will see in addition the Israelite priesthood functioning once again. 

That was to be expected. The basis of the Horeb covenant was laid (Exodus). The sacrificial 

Torah and the priesthood, the purity laws and the Great Day of Atonement, had received their 

place (Leviticus). Later those two—covenant and priesthood—would function regularly in each 

other’s company. Hereby the lesson of the epistle to the Hebrews addresses us even more clearly, 

namely, that the Horeb covenant (with its consequences for Israel’s entire life; cultic, sexual, 

social life, etc.) even “rested” on the priesthood. 

 

2. Theme and outline of Leviticus 17 

 

This chapter consists of four or five sections. You can see this immediately when you take 

the trouble of underlining with a pencil the word “any one.” Still better would be to underline, 

verse 3, “any one of the house of Israel,” in verse 8, “any one of the house of Israel,” in verse 10, 

“any one of the house of Israel, in verse 13, “any one of the people of Israel,” and in verse 15, 

“every person.” 

A single line runs through all these sections. The main subject is “blood” and the common 

rubric covering all these sections is the warning to be careful with blood. 

We wish to draw the attention of our readers to the fact that all of these sections are dealing 

with clean animals. Unclean animals were dealt with earlier (our chapter 16 above). But these 

clean animals could be the kind that could, or could not, come into play with the sacrifices. By 

way of summary, we will use the (less attractive) phrase: suitable for sacrifice. All animals that 

were clean and could thus be eaten as food, were not thereby suitable for sacrifice. Oxen, sheep, 

and goats were clean and suitable for sacrifice. Deer and antelope were clean, but not suitable for 

sacrifice. Doves were clean and suitable for sacrifice. Partridges and quail were clean, but not 

suitable for sacrifice. Here is an overview: 

 

 animals 

 

unclean clean 

 

 suitable for sacrifice not suitable for sacrifice 

 

The reason God gave his ancient church the warning to be careful with blood will not be 

difficult for our readers to grasp if they are acquainted with the preceding chapters. Blood 

signifies death. Even though God himself wanted to make special use of blood and death—in 

order thereby to cover (symbolically) sins and sinners before his face—nonetheless, indeed, 

precisely all the more, Israel was supposed to abstain from every use of blood that was not 

scrupulously prescribed and permitted. For death did not fit with Israel. Death fit with pagans 

and devils. But Israel was the people of life. 



The brief content of our chapter can be described this way. 

The warning arising in all the sections is this: Be careful for defilement with blood. And the 

occasions when this defilement could occur are the following: 

 

A. Lev. 17:1–7: Idolatrous practices connected with slaughtering livestock 

B. Lev. 17:8–9: Self-directed sacrifices to Yahweh 

C. Lev. 17:10–12: Consumption of clean domestic animals suitable for sacrifice 

D. Lev. 17:13–14: Consumption of clean animals unsuitable for sacrifice 

E. Lev. 17:15–16: Consumption of clean animals suitable and unsuitable for sacrifice that 

are not properly exsanguinated 

 

A. Be careful for defilement with blood through idolatrous practices connected with 

slaughtering livestock (Lev. 17:1–7) 

 

This heading will surprise many. 

If only for this reason: many suppose that during Israel’s stay at Horeb, there would not have 

been much talk about slaughtering animals. Did not God have to sustain his church in the desert 

by means of the daily manna miracle? 

That is true. But we must not forget that on her trek from Egypt to Canaan, Israel did keep 

herds of oxen, flocks of sheep and goats, for which she would have procured food in various 

oases. When God appeared for the first time to Moses at Horeb, he was busy tending the flock of 

his father-in-law Jethro (Exod. 3:1). So that scenario was possible. 

But in addition, the warning against idolatrous practices would have generated among the 

Israelites at Horeb even greater amazement, because people had perhaps expected that a people 

so richly blessed would surely not quickly have been guilty of the sin of idolatry, and surely not 

in the days of “Horeb,” the time to which we are transported by the content of Leviticus. 

There is no reason to be surprised. On the contrary, even though Scripture does not speak 

often or extensively about it, Scripture gives us sufficient indication that not only did Israel 

commit idolatry during her stay in Egypt (Josh. 24:14; Ezek. 16:26; 20:7–8; 23:19; see Exodus, 

247–48, about the mirrors of the women), but did the same on her travels from Egypt to Canaan 

(Deut. 32:17; Jer. 22:21; Amos 5:26; Acts 7:43). The view does appear worthy of 

commendation, as far as the time in the desert is concerned, not to think of pure idolatry, 

honoring another god than Yahweh, but of idolatrous manners, actions, gestures of a pagan 

derivation. These would have borne a particularly sensual character. As we have narrated earlier, 

people in the populated world surrounding Israel were pervasively guilty of worshiping fertility 

gods and goddesses (see Exodus, 106–108, 113–119). This inherently included various sexual 

practices along with the use of sexual objects, whereby male and female genitalia were portrayed 

with more or less clarity. So then, such practices seem to have arisen among Israel as well, after 

her departure from Egypt, during the stay at Horeb. This was especially true when it happened 

once, though by way of exception, that people slaughtered for their own food an ox, sheep, or 

goat, and they seem to have thought such actions should not be omitted. Well, those filthy 

practices had to be eliminated. To put an end to them, God commanded Moses that the Israelites 

were no longer allowed to slaughter animals at just any place that they chose for themselves, but 

exclusively at the tabernacle. Then such an animal would have to be sacrificed to him. This 

explains why a priest had to be involved and the command was given: Speak to Aaron and his 

sons and to all the Israelites (17:2). Still, such an animal would not need to have been 



slaughtered as a burnt offering, of which, as we know, no one was to use any part, nor as a sin 

offering or guilt offering, of which only the priests were allowed to use some part, but as a peace 

offering. Of this sacrifice, the fat had to be burned for Yahweh on the altar. Presumably the 

priests also had obtained their share of this, though that fact is not included. But then enough was 

left over for the person who wanted to slaughter the animal for personal use. With this, the 

purpose would have been achieved, expressed this way in Leviticus 17:7a: “So they shall no 

more sacrifice their sacrifices to goat demons [śĕʿîrim], after whom they whore.” The Hebrew 

word for “goat demons” referred to objects in which people could see a representation of male 

and female sexual organs, such as a staff for the male organ and a vase or jar for the female 

organ. 

 

We read further in 17:7b: “This shall be a statute forever for them throughout their 

generations.” Literally we read that it would have to be an “eternal” statute. But this word for 

“eternal” is not to be understood in the sense in which some people take it. In Scripture, “eternal” 

can often mean “very long time,” but need not always mean “unendingly long.” The statute 

under discussion here was suspended later. At least partially. Naturally not the prohibition it 

contained, namely, that with the slaughtering of an animal, pagan indecencies were not to occur. 

But the command was suspended, namely, that a person was not allowed to slaughter an animal 

unless it happened at the tabernacle. This could not be observed, of course, when they entered 

Canaan later. This explains why Moses later suspended this command, when Israel stood at the 

entrance to Canaan (Deut. 12). We need to keep this in mind as we read Leviticus 7:22–27. 

From this we learn that today as well, God cannot be pleased if we mix pagan ideas into our 

thinking and talking about him. For example, if we declare a few Scripture truths about him but 

sprinkle among them pagan inventions, like a god who looks down upon us from on high as one 

who is so unmoved that he could never experience sadness, or a god with whom some specially 

privileged persons would taste such intimate fellowship—even for a few moments, in those 

fleeting moments—that they would end up merging with the deity. Our service of the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ today may not be paired with such abhorrent paganism. Such 

admixture was charged against Israel as being defiled with blood, with death, with paganism, and 

with the devil. On such a transgressor there rested “bloodguilt,” which means: he had to be put to 

death. This often happened by means of stoning. A terrible death. But that was the fault of the 

person himself (Josh. 2:19; 1 Kings 2:37), not of those who carried out the sentence. They 

remained clean. 

 

B. Be careful for defilement with blood through self-directed sacrifices to Yahweh (Lev. 

17:8–9) 

 

People are familiar with the distinction between transgressing the First Commandment, the 

first of the Ten Words of the covenant, and transgressing the Second Commandment. The first 

involves idolatry, and the preceding section dealt with that. No pagan admixture. 

But if someone in the Israelite camp, whether Israelite or sojourner, honestly desired to bring 

Yahweh a sacrifice, out of respect toward him (a burnt offering), for example, or out of love and 

gratitude toward him (a peace offering), he was from this time onward no longer free to do this at 

just any place that he himself might select. Earlier that was permitted. But from now on, all 

sacrifices would have to be offered in the forecourt of the tabernacle. 



In view of the context in which this brief section appears, its warning had the same direction 

as the preceding warning. Even though it was not warning directly against idolatry, we know 

from the subsequent history of Israel how easily the self-directed worship of Yahweh by 

Jeroboam could lead to the sheer idolatry of Ahab and Jezebel. It is also remarkable that the 

sojourner who was living among Israel was also included with the warning. In view here is not 

someone who was passing through Israel (the nokrî), like a merchant, but someone who had 

taken up permanent residence and with whom people could be engaged more or less intimately 

(the gēr). How easy it was for some with good intentions to mix something from paganism into 

the worship of Yahweh, and drag along this wrong pathway one or another Israelite. Such a 

danger of slipping away into paganism and death had to be prevented. Here we observe again the 

love-filled fatherly care that God exercised toward his ancient church, and we learn today that we 

must with hearty purpose remain faithful to the Lord (Jesus Christ) (Acts 11:23), who has saved 

us formerly from paganism. No carelessness. No weird, strange, unbiblical words about God, in 

books, conversations, and prayers. Rather we must talk about God and his worship as much as 

possible in a biblical manner. For self-directed piety is like a slippery slope. It leads a person 

from bad to worse. Scripture and experience teach that many descendants especially of self-

directed religious people are eventually estranged from the worship of God. 

 

C. Be careful for defilement with blood through consuming clean domestic animals suitable 

for sacrifice (Lev. 17:10–12) 

 

We have discussed this section earlier, at such length and so extensively that at this point we 

would hardly dare to add another word, if at that point we were not dealing with something that, 

no matter how important it was, was brought to remembrance here by God to the Israelites only 

incidentally. That had to do with the glorious ministry for which God had laid claim to the blood 

of clean animals suitable for sacrifice, namely, in order with that blood “to cover your souls.” At 

that time, we mentioned Leviticus 17:11 as the key to the teaching regarding bloody sacrifice, 

and learned from it how necessary it is to hold on with might and mane to the confession of the 

complete death of our Savior. If we would not do that, we would not only be minimizing the 

work of our Savior, but also—and this would be even worse—the love of God our Father, who 

conceived of such a sacrifice for our sins and gave it to us, namely, the true and real death of one 

no less that his own Son. For Christ did not make God gracious for the first time, but he himself 

is a gift of God’s grace and compassion for the covering, that is, the atonement, of our sins. 

Even though that was a subordinate matter, at least in the argument of this little section, we 

can always learn from it why Yahweh was interested in specifying this further here. He definitely 

did not want his people to be defiled with death. That did not suit Israel. Blood signified death. 

Even though it was the blood of animals that may have been ever so clean and suitable for 

sacrifice. 

From this little section we can see how incorrect it is for someone to write: “Because the life 

comes from God and belongs to God, it follows from this that the blood is holy, i.e., reserved 

unto God, and reconciling with God.” In our opinion, here people are not distinguishing carefully 

enough. It is entirely untrue that all blood was holy. That was the case only with some blood, 

namely, with what was received by God in his sacred service, something that hardly occurred 

with all blood. Given that position, it would be far more correct to say that all blood was unholy. 

But it is better to say that Israel had to abstain from every defilement through blood, even 

through blood of slaughtered clean animals suitable for sacrifice, because all bloodshed naturally 



involved death. And in various ways, God impressed upon his ancient people that he had 

elevated them to be his covenant people, high above all paganism, where death and the devil 

exercised dominion. This chapter also occupies its own place in the great totality of the Torah, in 

which the gospel of resurrection of the flesh and eternal life was preached and certified through 

visual instruction. 

 

Naturally, the eating of blood was the most offensive manner of defiling oneself with blood. 

Moreover, the sojourner (gēr) was also included with this prohibition. Earlier we mentioned 

something about pagan customs in this respect. But by mentioning the most offensive, God 

certainly intended to provide the best possible clarity in connection with his warning against 

every defilement with blood. For blood signified death. Just how terrible that death was Israel 

could learn from the sacrificial Torah. By means of nothing less that the shedding of blood, that 

is, through death, soul for soul, could Israel’s sins be covered, i.e., atoned. We know now that 

this visual instruction of the Law eventuated in the bitter and shameful—and complete!—death 

of God’s Son on the cross. Let us not take anything away from that. 

 

D. Be careful for defilement with blood through consuming clean animals unsuitable for 

sacrifice (Lev. 17:13–14) 

 

Gradually our chapter comes to speaking about cases that were not related to sacrifices. 

According to the custom of the Torah, the most serious form of defilement with blood and 

death is placed first, namely, defilement through pagan usages in connection with slaughtering, 

practices that had an idolatrous character (vv. 1–7). 

Next, self-directed sacrificial methods were prohibited. Those could easily lead and seduce 

people to paganism (vv. 8–9). 

Next, consuming blood was forbidden, obviously (in view of what follows in vv. 13–14) on 

the occasion of consuming clean animals suitable for sacrifice (ox, sheep, or goat). That meant 

once again: no paganism! 

But the case could arise where one shot a clean animal while hunting. A deer or a partridge. 

This kind of animal was then not suitable for sacrifice. But it was allowed to be used. There was 

no objection against that. At least, as long as one had allowed the animal to bleed out. Thus, if 

one allowed no blood to remain in the meat. Indeed, one was supposed to cover that blood with 

dirt. Then all consuming of that blood would certainly have been excluded. Notice that here 

again, the sojourner (gēr) is included. Someone who lived among Israel, but remained a Gentile. 

We know how some Gentiles were accustomed to using the blood. That practice could easily be 

transferred to Israel. Perhaps something like this is reported to us in 1 Samuel 14:32 (some 

soldiers of Saul ate the slaughtered animals “with blood and all”; that could have been done by a 

non-Israelite contingent among Saul’s troops; see Genesis, p. 191, regarding such Hebrews). 

 

E. Be careful for defilement with blood through consuming clean animals that were suitable 

or unsuitable for sacrifice that are not properly exsanguinated (Lev. 17:15–16) 

 

If we’re not careful, we could encounter difficulties with the last section of this chapter, even 

though it is rather straightforward. It assumes the possibility that somewhere a clean animal died 

naturally or was killed by another animal, mauled, like a sheep by a lion or bear. How long ago? 



Was its blood drained out? Surely not, if it died naturally. The owner of the dead animal 

discovers it. What can be done now? 

If he is an Israelite who fervently desires to maintain the ideal that Yahweh had provided his 

people at Horeb in the so-called Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22–23:33), then he will not 

trouble himself any further with the dead animal. The (wild) dogs may eat it (Exod. 22:31). No 

death was to be among Israel. 

But if he is not that kind of Israelite, and thinks it is wrong and unfortunate that the animal 

would not be eaten by him, then the matter is different. He would not leave the animal to the 

dogs, but eat the animal himself. In that case, there is no mention of the fact that such a person 

would be culpable according to the Law. No. He was, however, unclean for one day. That had 

been stipulated already in Leviticus 11:39–40. And in the last two verses of Leviticus 17 it is 

stipulated that such a person, whether Israelite or sojourner (gēr), had to bathe in water. Only if 

he neglected this would he “bear his iniquity.” 

Up to this point, no one need have any difficulty with this concluding section of Leviticus 17. 

Here as well, we have heard the voice of the gospel of the Law, whereby Israel was taught to 

remember that she had to be elevated by God above the level of the Gentiles, i.e., above death 

and the devil, because at Horeb Israel had been accepted as God’s holy covenant people. 

Something that brought with it serious obligations. But in the last section we saw as well that 

Yahweh was not being more strict than necessary. For there happened to be stupid and 

insensitive people. Those people would also have belonged to the church in the wilderness. So 

stupid that they did not understand God’s ideal: “no eating of carrion is suitable for members of 

my holy people.” So insensitive that they out of avarice they would rather eat carrion than do 

what Yahweh had fixed as the ideal: “no blood, no carrion, no death among my Israel.” But fine, 

if they nonetheless had eaten carrion, they at least had to bathe with water and be unclean until 

evening. Such people would not be allowed, for example, to participate in the meal of the peace 

offering. If they won’t listen, then they’d better feel it. 

If we recognize the difference between the ideal and the real, then we will have no trouble 

seeing a particular passage in Deuteronomy as agreeing with the texts just mentioned (Exod. 

22:31; Lev. 11:39–40; and Lev. 17:15). We are referring to Deuteronomy 14:21, which says: 

“You shall not eat anything that has died naturally. You may give it to the sojourner who is 

within your towns, that he may eat it, or you may sell it to a foreigner. For you are a people holy 

to the LORD your God.” 

Is there a contradiction here? 

Reformed Old Testament scholar B. Holwerda thought that the stipulation of Deuteronomy 

14 is “broader” and this feature “was related to the fact that Deuteronomy was given with a view 

toward settled life in Palestine, whereas Exodus was directed primarily to the desert travels. As 

long as the people were nomadic, they had no nokrî dwelling among them temporarily. The fact 

that the distinction between gēr and nokrî is very emphatic here emerges clearly from the 

difference between natan and makar (give and sell). The gēr is someone involved with Israel, 

someone who has sought refuge among Israel, the displacedt person; the nokrî, by contrast, is a 

foreigner who was passing through Israel temporarily.” The gēr was involved with Israel “in an 

entirely different relationship than the nokrî. He belongs (cf. 10:18) to the category of the 

destitute and distressed, dependent on compassion, just like the widows and orphans.” “Israel is 

obligated to have the gēr share its various benefits of God’s covenant (Sabbath rest, profiting 

from the triennial tithes, etc.).” “The gēr was subject to Israel’s legislation, so to speak, in a 

negative sense: he might not commit any abominations whereby he would injure the God who 



has loaned him protection; he was not obligated to the positive worship of Yahweh, even though 

he enjoyed the profit of that worship. Therefore he was also permitted to eat carrion, and people 

had to provide it as a gift, on account of his destitute circumstances. But if he took it, then he 

would thereby be levitically unclean, so that, for example, he could not share in a sacrificial 

meal. The nokrî, who was and remained a foreigner, and as such needed no protection as an 

indigent person (these people were traveling merchants, etc.), did not share the privileges of the 

gēr: so they could pay for this meat. But Israel herself had to abstain from it.” 

We too would look for the solution in this direction, but we would include at the same time 

Leviticus 11:40 and 17:15. Moreover, we would prefer not to speak of more or less “room” in 

connection with the desert travel or settled life in Canaan, but speak of a divine ideal and human 

behaviors. 

It would have been ideal if no one in Israel had become involved with animal carrion, not 

even of clean animals. God had declared this ideal immediately at Horeb, and it was written 

down by Moses in the so-called Book of the Covenant (Exod. 22:31). Throw such carrion to the 

dogs. Moses posited this same ideal in Deuteronomy 14:21. “You shall not eat anything that had 

died naturally. . . . For you are a people holy to the LORD your God.” But because not everyone 

understood and practiced this ideal, God stipulated in Leviticus 11:39–40 and 17:15–16 the 

minimum that had to happen if a person did eat carrion. Unclean for the entire day. And bathe. 

We must remember: the Law was given by God as a pedagogue, for those lagging behind as 

well. Therefore, that was so in character for God, that patience with “the hardness of hearts.” Just 

as with divorce, God actually had not wanted them at all. But if they occurred, at least a 

certificate of divorce was required. Now then, that same character, as far as possible, is what 

Moses was disclosing, when in Deuteronomy 14 he repeated the ideal with a view to living later 

in Canaan (members of the holy people of Yahweh, do not eat carrion!), but with an eye to the 

unfortunate and expected “hardness of hearts,” he added: But if you lack the faith and love so 

that you throw it to the dogs, at least don’t eat it yourselves, please—although that possibility 

was also considered in Leviticus 11 and 17—but leave it to the Gentiles; give it as a gift to the 

gēr or sell it to the nokrî. That’s where death belongs. But not among Israel. 

 

What, then, is the lesson for us? 

By means of the commands contained in this chapter, God wanted to warn his ancient church 

against slipping from the high plane of life on which he had placed Israel at Horeb, slipping into 

the abyss of paganism and corruption. He no longer uses entirely the same means today with 

respect to the Christian church. (The friendly request of the Jerusalem church and the Lord’s 

apostles, made to the brothers from the Gentiles, that they abstain from things that their fellow 

Christians from the Jews found reprehensible, was in force only for a short time. That was 

simply a regulation pertaining to a time of transition, not a command for all time.) Despite this 

being the case, these commands of Leviticus have not thereby lost all significance for us. 

On the contrary, with this, it is just like with all the commandments of the Torah, for 

example, with the well-known Ten Words of the Horeb covenant. Even though in due course we 

would need to keep in mind as we explained them that they were given at a particular time to a 

particular people, and that they apply differently for us than for Israel, they apply no less for us, 

but even more, namely, as much more as the level of the covenant upon which they are placed 

lies higher than that on which Israel was placed at Horeb, namely, the level of the new and better 

covenant, of which Jesus had become the Surety. That covenant is not annulled. But for that 

reason, Christianity must be warned much more seriously than Israel was by means of a chapter 



like Leviticus 17; warned against falling back into paganism, for example, into pagan notions 

about God and about human beings. Despite this, how sad the history of Christianity has been on 

this score. In terms of the usual line of God’s actions: Those who honor me I will honor, but 

those who reproach me will be esteemed lightly (1 Sam. 2:30; Rom. 1:28). The centuries-long 

pagan theologizing and philosophizing by Christians about God and about humanity (see 

Genesis, pp.160–168) is being followed today by a period of godlessness and ungodliness, of 

atheism and perversion, that makes us shudder more each day for God’s judgment. 

There you see the penetrating preaching of Leviticus 17 for today. For a Christianity that had 

caused even far greater pain to the Spirit of God than the ancient people (Isa. 63:10). The Spirit, 

who had immersed numerous nations in his evangelical bath (Eph. 5:26). But people occupied 

themselves with all kinds of pagan prattle about their self-made god and about the “soul,” that 

they had scarcely any time left for God’s oldest textbook, his Torah. Including no time for 

Leviticus 17. Especially not for its flaming letters: No paganism any more! 

In connection with the following chapters of Leviticus 18–20, the reader needs to be thinking 

along the same lines. No pagan perversion! We are stating this now already. These chapters 

make us shudder. For if at the end, we come to Leviticus 26, with its severe punishments 

threatened against Israel in cases where she despises God’s Horeb covenant, who today would 

not be shocked, at least like king Josiah in 2 Kings 22, when we read in Hebrews 10:29: “How 

much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one who has trampled underfoot 

the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has 

outraged the Spirit of grace?” Think as well of Peter’s warning against false teachers who slip in 

those corrupting heresies, denying even the Lord who bought them, bringing upon themselves 

sudden destruction. Many will follow their licentiousness (2 Pet. 2:1–2). With a view toward 

such a regression of Christians back to paganism, the apostle wrote: “What the true proverb says 

has happened to them: ‘The dog returns to its own vomit, and the sow, after washing herself, 

returns to wallow in the mire’” (2:22). Oh, what is still coming our way! 

 

  



Chapter 24 

 

No pagan lifestyle! (Lev. 18–20) 

 

  

Overview 

 

Leviticus 18, 19, and 20 are three chapters that clearly belong together. That will appear not 

only from our discussion, but from our initial glance at the material. You need only compare the 

beginning and conclusion of Leviticus 18 and 19. In both of those chapters there is reference to 

certain “statutes and rules” of Yahweh (18:4–5; 19:37). The Israelites were supposed to observe 

them. But if they didn’t? Then punishment would follow. Especially the third of these chapters 

discusses those punishments (Lev. 20). 

 

The ancient song with a new melody 

 

In this portion of Scripture, issues will be treated that have the capacity to attract the attention 

even of people who find our Bible to be the most boring book in the world. We read here about 

forbidden marriages, and incest, and bestiality, sodomy, etc. These are choice morsels for a 

public driven by sensational subjects. 

But to serious Bible readers we would offer advice in advance not to expect that they will be 

finding some tidbit or other that is shockingly new. On the contrary. The scope of this portion of 

Scripture is still the same as that of the chapters dealing with the teaching about the sin offering, 

leprosy, the food laws, the Great Day of Atonement, etc. Here as well Israel is being warned 

against the danger represented by the paganism surrounding her. When at Horeb the foundation 

of the (Israelite) world occurred, Yahweh said to the Israelites: “And now you must never leave 

this high plane of living to which I have elevated you. For then you will tumble over the 

precipice of paganism and destruction. Abide with me, in the sphere and in the teaching of my 

Sinai covenant.” God gave this warning to his ancient people at that time in many ways, as we 

have seen. He even used means that were extremely striking. For example, the distinction 

between clean and unclean foods was familiar to Gentiles as well. Among some Asiatics not only 

the mother of a newborn baby was viewed as unclean, but the entire family and house. Among 

the Persians a woman who had given birth was isolated for forty days, and among them, an 

involuntary nocturnal emission was also viewed as a cause of uncleanness. According to 

Herodotus, the Babylonians and Assyrians thought the same way about concubinage. So we have 

seen in what we have already studied that God even used things about which it is undeniable that 

similar practices appear among the pagans of antiquity, and he used these in connection with his 

visual instruction of Israel. In order to instruct his people constantly, even during the night, about 

his exalted noble character. 

At least that was the chief purpose. A subordinate goal could have been to render such pagan 

parallels harmless for Israel by filling them with an entirely different content. But in all those 

ways, the lesson was impressed upon Israel that Israel was the people of Yahweh. Not pagan, but 

holy. 

Achieving that same objective lies behind the laws of Leviticus 18–20. Except, they function 

largely in a different way. They too warn against the same danger of paganism, but for that, they 

use less the means of visual instruction, of symbols (compare Lev. 11:44–45, for example, where 



we find symbolism, and Lev. 19:2, where we find none). The song is certainly the same, but the 

melody sounds different. The tone here is often more direct. You can hear this already in the 

introduction. Israelites, you come from Egypt and you go to Canaan. Be careful: “You shall not 

do as people in the land of Canaan do” (18:3). 

 

Leviticus 18 

 

Nobility required (Lev. 18:1–5) 

 

We are calling Leviticus 18:1–5 the introduction. There we are immediately informed about 

God’s intention with his commands in this portion of Scripture. 

These commandments are addressed to “the Israelites” (18:2). Not to the priests, as in 17:2, 

in order to keep an eye on the slaughtering of livestock for food. In what follows, we will hardly 

hear anything about cultic matters. Human living involves more than our relationship with God. 

We are also related to people, wife, children, neighbors, and . . . animals. 

Yahweh had the right to lay claim to every sphere of Israelite life, more than one right. First, 

he was allowed to stipulate the law among Israel because he had delivered Israel from Egypt. 

That right rested upon his zidqōt, his “righteous deeds,” his saving acts. Still another right flowed 

from his subsequent establishing of a covenant at Horeb. This explains why at Horeb, God 

introduced his Ten Words with the prologue: “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exod. 20:2). So then, in this introduction an 

appeal is made to this with the formula: “I am Yahweh your God.” We could translate that 

differently: “I, Yahweh, am your God.” This translation better expresses the fact that Israel may 

not for a moment give any credence to the notion that Yahweh is an ʾĕlōhîm, a god, like the other 

gods.” In addition, if we recall in this connection that the rule applied everywhere: “as the 

people, so the god,” then we must in any case, seeing what follows, hear already in these very 

first words of Yahweh a strong prohibition addressed to the Israelites against turning their life 

into the kind of abominable mess like the Gentiles, specifically, the Canaanites did. For the 

situation was supposed to be: As God, so the people! As Yahweh, so Israel. Be holy, for I am 

holy. I have an aversion to that filthy Canaanite mess. (We must remember that this, among other 

reasons, is why God had delivered Israel from Egypt, because the measure of unrighteousness of 

the Canaanites had meanwhile become full (Gen. 15:16). But we will say more about this in 

connection with the book of Numbers. 

Already the introduction is anti-Canaanite. 

It transports us in our thoughts to Horeb, where Israel is standing between Egypt and 

Canaan. 

Now, in the previous chapter, Israel’s conduct in Egypt was discussed. Scripture does not tell 

us very much, but enough to draw the conclusion that Israel had not remained pure while in 

Egypt. 

Now Israel’s face was turned toward Canaan. Within a short time, Israel would be able to 

enter the promised land. An entirely different land than Egypt, and with an entirely different 

population, but with a religion and therefore with a society that was no less perverse than those 

of Egypt. We have written about this earlier, when we discussed the so-called Book of the 

Covenant (Exod. 20:22–23:33), that was read aloud by Moses to the people before the 

establishment of the covenant was completed. A land from where the aroma of death blew out to 

meet Israel. For death exists not only where a person is murdered, but also where sexual 



immorality, sodomy, and bestiality provide the atmosphere. And that happened in Canaan. From 

ancient times it has been known from both biblical and extra-biblical reports. The latter sources 

have become more numerous in our day. In a word, it must have been gross. 

In this reprehensibly filthy Canaan, Israel would now have to hold high his name and status. 

People of Yahweh! Not a God like other gods, but he is holy. Full of inner aversions against all 

those kinds of death in human society, including the death of sexual unchastity. If a father has 

sexual relations with his daughter, or a person uses an animal for that purpose, does that not 

actually mean the same thing as disgusting death? 

 

So this introduction is anti-Canaanite! Although, seeing that the people groups of Canaan had 

been related in a variety of ways to those of the Near East, one could also say that in the 

following chapters, Israel was being warned indirectly against the dangers of infection that 

threatened them from their even wider environment. For example, one could identify this 

warning given in Leviticus 18–20 as being anti-Hittite and anti-Babylonian as well. 

Indeed, just so we don’t deduce from this line of reasoning, however, the claim that 

according to this portion of Scripture, there was absolutely nothing good among such nations as 

the Babylonians and the Hittites. For then we would raise our eyebrows in surprise later. Some 

stipulations in Leviticus 18–20 (to say nothing of other passages of Holy Scripture) appear to 

have been virtually cited from Babylonian and Hittite law books. The relationship between the 

covenant book of Moses and the Code of Hammurabi, between ancient Near Eastern 

jurisprudence and biblical jurisprudence, marriage, and other matters. Such similar kinds of 

stipulations circulated and were enforced throughout the world surrounding the patriarchs and 

their descendants. 

How was this possible? That we can find so much good in Babylonian and Hittite law codes 

that reminds us of Leviticus 18–20? 

We provided something of an answer to this question in Exodus (293–304), under the 

heading, “The Great Annexation.” The power of the tradition of special verbal revelation has 

been so unspeakably great, from the earliest times until today, that no nation has ever existed 

without a certain kind of knowledge of God and his commandments, even though such 

knowledge was more or less defective. This explains why everywhere we find not only various 

forms of religion, in which, alongside much that is nonsense we nonetheless find something of 

value, but also various civil law codes, about which the same can be said. Anyone who does 

nothing but criticize the work of governments that demonstrate nothing other than the same 

Christian faith he possesses, and refuses to look for what can be appreciated to some extent, does 

not find Scripture agreeing with him. Consider, for example, Leviticus 18–20. These chapters 

prove the truth of our earlier statement, that at Horeb God did not lay upon his ancient covenant 

people hitherto unknown novelties, notions that were part of no other religions. This pertains to 

both commands and prohibitions regarding sexual life. In fact, how else would Israel have 

understood God’s intention? 

With this, we have touched upon another subject. 

 

Perhaps many Bible readers have been surprised that some things that, according to 

contemporary Christian standards, are impermissible, like slavery and polygamy (a man having 

more than one wife), are not explicitly forbidden but tolerated in Scripture, in the Old Testament. 

Was such surprise fair, however? 



With respect to these issues, we reject the dogma of evolutionism (see Exodus, 297–304), as 

though not only the religion of Israel would have arisen gradually from lower pagan religions, 

but in the same manner also the morality of Israel, indeed, of the Christian church. We do not 

believe that at all. Both what the church of the old dispensation and of the new dispensation was 

supposed to believe and to do, was and still is due to revelation. Divine revelation, from which 

the Holy Spirit has given us whatever was necessary to know by putting it in book form in Holy 

Scripture. 

But this belief certainly does not lead us to close our eyes, on the contrary, to a certain kind 

of gradualness that has been used by God throughout the centuries in connection with making 

known his Word and commandments. Even though, for example, in connection with Abraham’s 

faith in the promising God, nothing new in principle was added, whereby we today would not be 

able to stand along with him in the unity of true faith, nonetheless, Abraham never knew the 

name of Jesus Christ, and did not know as much as we do about God’s work of redeeming 

humanity. The history of divine revelation has its periods and eras (Gal. 4:4). This applies as 

well to what it tells us about God’s will for human behavior. Abraham was married to his half-

sister (Gen. 20:12). But in Leviticus 18:8 entering such marriages was absolutely forbidden to 

Israel. That was a step in the direction of what we today find obvious. But whereas it is 

absolutely impermissible in terms of Christian standards for a man to be married to more than 

one wife at the same time, in the time of Horeb it was not yet absolutely forbidden. The same is 

true of slavery, with respect to the New Testament, even though everyone senses that owing to 

the apostolic preaching, the ancient slavery practices sooner or later had to disappear. But the 

gospel gradually displaced and dispelled those practices. 

 

We must not be offended by this gradual divine work of restoring our human life with 

respect, for example, to polygamy and slavery. Rather we should be amazed at God’s wisdom. 

Reformation is not revolution, not destructive but constructive, and building up goes more 

slowly than breaking down. If someone who is on the top floor of a house wants to get to the 

ground floor, he can choose the shortest way and jump down, but then he’ll be giving himself 

some broken bones. It’s better to take the stairs down. The more gradual and slower path. 

Unless, of course, there is a fire. In order to postpone immediate death, then we need to act 

immediately, and to spare his life, that person will need to jump. 

In the same way, God explicitly prohibited some things among Israel at the time of Horeb. 

There was no excuse for these things. In a moment we will learn what those were. Those were 

not only wrong and blameworthy, but they were dangerous, some of them definitely perverse, 

intensely bad. 

Above all these commandments, with their sometimes very remarkable content, we find this 

divine statement: 

“You shall follow my rules and keep my statutes and walk in them. I am the LORD your God” 

(v. 4). 

One scholar translates the first Hebrew word (ḥuqqōt) as “laws” or “norms,” and the second 

(mišpāṭ) as “pronouncements.” To the degree that a distinction is made between these two 

Hebrew words, it would have consisted in this, that the first word refers more to written law, and 

the second to the action of making a pronouncement (cf. the pronouncements of the Supreme 

Court, that have judicial import for other cases). 

We would do well to understand the first word to refer to written laws, though without 

forcing the notion of writing. Perhaps the word is etymologically related to the word meaning 



inscribe, write, and hence pre-scribe. Another scholar associates this with “prescribed mores and 

customs.” The pagan milieu, both in Egypt and in Canaan, would have prescribed these 

behaviors for people entering their world. “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” People had to 

adapt to them, for example, in terms of participating in their idolatrous and immoral festivals (cf. 

Exod. 34:15–16). And that is precisely what Yahweh does not want the Israelites doing. 

This hint regarding customs and mores seems highly plausible. 

In connection with the terms “laws” and “pronouncements,” we need not imagine each of the 

Israelites having a number of clay tablets or papyrus fragments or wooden or copper objects on 

which various commandments of Yahweh had been written, especially those of Leviticus 18–20. 

The Torah that did exist and had been affixed in written form would have been preserved by the 

priests, and from time to time instruction would have been given to the Israelites from this. But 

among the people over the course of time a certain body of practical knowledge of the will of 

Yahweh would have arisen. This introduction is placing heavy emphasis on that practical side of 

the law. Verse 3: “You shall not do as they do in the land of Egypt,” which could be translated: 

“Don’t act according to the practices of the land of Egypt.” The same word is used to refer to 

Canaanite practices, followed then with: you shall not walk in their statutes (ḥuqqōt) (v. 3b). 

The power of unwritten laws is often greater than that of written laws. Every Christian 

discovers this when he has to resist the pull of a worldly custom. That can even make us 

momentarily shy and embarrassed. And then how much better we feel when we are among 

Christians once again, people whose practices of life are directed by God’s Word and 

commandment. God would have intended such a fixed and fortified climate, when he said: My 

statutes and my rules (v. 5a; or “my laws and pronouncements”). 

The introduction to Leviticus 18 (vv. 1–5) ends with a promise. “If a person does them, he 

shall live by them: I am the LORD” (v. 5b). 

Oh how this statement has been abused! When later the Jews discovered not one glimmer of 

God’s pure grace in their beloved Torah, Moses’ instruction had become for them a large chunk 

of paganism. It became a price list: by means of so many good works done here, people earned 

so much enjoyment later in Paradise. This Pharisaic line of thinking apparently became so 

dominant that virtually every Jew came to believe this as being thoroughly Scriptural, to such an 

extent that Paul could use that to characterize the slavish Judaism of his day. After all, Romans 

10:5 (“the person who does the commandments shall live by them”) is a citation from Leviticus 

18:5. But note carefully that with this statement, the apostle was not wishing to claim that God 

had given Israel two ways of salvation, the one being the way of faith, the other, the way of 

works, but he merely wished to say that the Pharisaic Judaism had allowed itself to turn a well-

known passage from Leviticus 18, namely, verse 5b, into a slogan, a motto, for its theory. So 

they had perverted it into a false motto. (Paul fought against the same battle front in Galatians 

3:12.) 

For the good and true meaning of Leviticus 18:5b (“if a person does them, he shall live by 

them”) is quite obvious. These words contain a promise. Not a contract, like that used among 

merchants—so much for so much—but a covenant promise from a gracious God. 

Of course God did not thereby promise that if the Israelites would behave according to the 

commands that followed, they would be accepted by God as his covenant partners and 

beneficiaries. (That is, in fact, how Pharisaism in all its various forms has always thought, in 

every age.) That could not possibly be the case, however, for they were already God’s covenant 

partners and beneficiaries. 



No, the covenant had already been given, but the covenant had to be observed. The happiness 

of Israel had to be preserved. Not accomplished or achieved, but preserved and maintained. The 

heirs were being warned not to disinherit themselves. “Abide with me!” God is saying. 

And if that happened? Then Israel would have it good with her God Yahweh, in Canaan. 

Life. Peace. 

But if that did not happen, the same terrible punishment would come upon Israel, to which 

God had pointed Abraham centuries earlier as the future punishment awaiting the Canaanites 

(Gen. 15:16), concerning which such dreadful things are stated here in Leviticus 18:24 and 

following. Then God would see to it that the land of Canaan would in turn spit out the Israelites, 

just as Israel would soon spit out and vomit and puke out the Canaanites, when Israel entered 

Canaan. For Israel, that would not mean shalom, peace and life, but defeat, destruction, and 

death. (This is indeed what happened later, with the captivities.) 

People should interpret the words of Leviticus 18:5b, then, in terms of their own context 

here. Then you will hear the sound of covenant blessing, over against the covenant curse, which 

is what Leviticus 26 discusses further. 

 

No incest among Israel (Lev. 18:6) 

 

People understand incest to mean sexual relations between close blood relatives. Incest was 

practiced in Egypt as well as in Canaan. 

Regarding Egypt, the pharaohs lived in the illusion that they were gods. To preserve this 

level of divinity, some pharaohs married . . . their sisters. Their full sisters. Apparently the royal 

example incited the people to follow suit, so that it was not at all unusual for a young man to 

marry his sister. It seems that the Egyptians had no clue about what we call “incest.” In their 

eyes, an incestuous relationship like that between father and daughter was not immoral. 

Regarding Canaan’s immorality, we have discussed this several times already. In this land, as 

in the entire ancient Near East, religion seemed in large measure to have borne the character of a 

fertility religion, that is, fertility played a large role in religious practices. This is understandable. 

For without progeny, the race would not survive. Especially true was that without sons, there was 

no masculine strength, no soldiers, no laborers, and no successors. This explains not only the 

presence of polygamy in Canaan, but also the phenomenon of “sacred marriage,” whereby 

people thought they could stimulate the deity, represented by her temple personnel (priests and 

priestesses, as well as male and female “consecrated one,” the well-known boy and girl 

prostitutes), to bless womb and soil with fertility. In addition to the disgraces committed in the 

temples, among the Canaanites there was also sexual relations between close blood relatives, 

something hardly avoidable given the fact that their gods provided them an example of such 

behavior. Their god El was married to his three sisters, Astarte, Asherah, and Baaltis, whereas 

the consort of Baal was his sister Anath. 

 

Yahweh the God of Israel was entirely different. Against this background, the command 

recurring often in this section of Leviticus—“Be holy, for I am holy”—comes to have a very 

remarkable significance. Yahweh had an aversion to all these forms of filth that simply infected 

human life so fatally, and therefore he required corresponding conduct from the people that with 

word and deed he had chosen to be his people (I, Yahweh, am your God). Yahweh was holy. 

What would that have meant concretely? 



The fact should strike everyone that the Old Testament nowhere speaks of Yahweh, in 

contrast to the gods of the nations, in any way that ascribed to him the least trace of sexuality. 

All the gods of the pagans mentioned in Scripture are male or female, and possess a marriage 

partner of the opposite gender. But nothing of this is stated about Yahweh. We should think 

about that when we read that this holy God, Yahweh, who was so completely averse to sexual 

loathsomeness, nonetheless demonstrated such great patience that in the time of ancient Israel, he 

tolerated things that today would be absolutely forbidden for us, such as polygamy. 

 

Moreover, we think of the relationships that could arise in a large patriarchal communal 

Israelite family. 

People did not get married as late as do the Europeans in our day, who must first travel 

everywhere and have furnished their homes fashionably before they reach thirty years old, only 

then finally to think about getting married. Such modern people have a hard time understanding 

God speaking in the Second Commandment about punishment to the third and fourth generation 

(thus, grandchildren and great-grandchildren). People today seldom see this. But in the ancient 

Near East people married for sure before their twentieth birthday, such that a man could be a 

grandfather before he was forty, a great-grandfather before he was sixty, and a great-great-

grandfather by his eightieth birthday or sooner, and could therefore see with his own eyes the 

blessing or punishment of God’s covenant upon his race. Remember that when you read the 

Second Commandment. 

But what if an Israelite man of fifty or sixty years old would marry again? Assume that his 

new bride was twenty years old. Then he could have had a son of thirty years or older with his 

first wife, in any case, someone close in age to his second wife. Suppose, however, that the man 

died shortly after his second marriage. Where would his second wife live, and who would take 

care of her? Among some nations, the son of the first wife was allowed to marry the widow of 

his father, at least if his father and second wife had not had any children. We know from our own 

culture, as well, how in “old-fashioned families,” as a result of a sizable age difference between 

the oldest and youngest children born to one couple, the situation can arise where the children of 

the oldest child can be significantly older than the youngest brother or sister (a “tail-ender”) of 

their fathers and mothers. Put another way, some uncles and aunts are younger than those who 

should actually call them by that title. In that situation, how easy it is for a nephew to cast his eye 

toward his (much younger) aunt, a sister of his father or mother. Such situations could arise in 

Israel, and as a result of polygamy they would occur far more often than among us. For example, 

Moses’ own father, Amram, was married to his own aunt Jochebed (Exod. 6:19). 

 

We should read Leviticus 18:6 as translated this way: “No one among you shall have carnal 

relations with his close blood relative. I am Yahweh.” 

There we see the principial regulation. Later this would be worked out further, though in a 

manner that was flexible and broad. 

 

No pagan sexual defilement among Israel (Lev. 18:7–30) 

 

That outworking occurred in such a practical way that what follows in Leviticus 18 does not 

go on to list degrees of kinship for permissible marriage. We agree with Reformed Old 

Testament commentator Noordzij, who observed that Leviticus 18:6–18 is actually opposing not 

so much marriages and various kinds of sexual relations. As we know, especially in the Middle 



Ages, it was widely thought among Christians that Leviticus 18 was the chapter in which God 

supposedly provided us a list of prohibited marriages. But was that correct? Can we say, for 

example, concerning a prohibition like Leviticus 18:7—a son shall not have sexual relations with 

his (own) mother—that such a regulation was prohibiting a marriage? A son could hardly 

“marry” his mother, could he? He could certainly commit scandalous unchastity. Nor can we 

speak about a real marriage between a man and one or another woman who belonged to his 

father. Such a things was forbidden not as an example of a marriage, but it was condemned, to 

say it in the words of the apostle, “as a kind of sexual immorality that does not arise even among 

pagans” (1 Cor. 5:1, referring to the pagans of Paul’s day). 

Rather, in the verses immediately following Leviticus 18:6, God was not forbidding his 

ancient Israel from entering certain kinds of marriages, but prohibiting frankly certain kinds of 

pagan defilement in the sexual arena. This explains the completely unremarkable transition to 

something else, when later, for example, in verse 19, sexual intercourse with a menstruating 

woman was forbidden. And when in verse 20 sexual intercourse was forbidden with the wife of 

one’s neighbor. And when in verse 21 God forbids sacrificing their progeny to Molech. 

Those are not marriage regulations. Not stipulations for our civic lawmakers. 

Involved here is pagan defilement in the sexual arena. 

The emphasis here is on pagan. 

For other defilement in this arena was mentioned earlier. In Leviticus 15. In connection with 

male emissions and female flowing. At that point, such events that occurred in the sexual arena 

were used by God to instruct and to assure Israel about them, that Israel was the people of 

Yahweh and therefore she had to guard against slipping away from the sacred plane of living 

established with the Horeb covenant. For that purpose, washings were prescribed, and in serious 

cases, sacrifices. In order simply to impress upon Israel: Watch out for the boundary! Whoever 

comes close is risking danger. Be careful of the death on the other side, among the Gentiles, 

outside the covenant between me and you. 

But here in Leviticus 18, Yahweh no longer reminds his people by means of symbolic 

instruction as he points to the Horeb covenant and warns about the boundary between Israel and 

paganism, but he emphatically observes that in this or that instance of sexual activity, one has 

already crossed the boundary, and has already entered the territory of paganism and death, and 

therefore deserves to be exterminated from among Israel. Indeed, should Israel unexpectedly 

ever become guilty of such pagan sexual defilements, then all of Israel will deserve being treated 

by Yahweh in the same way that God already now—albeit while speaking to Moses at Horeb—

sees the Canaanites being treated in the future. 

That is the theme of Leviticus 18. A prohibition of bad things. Of pagan sexual defilements! 

Which explains why in this chapter, nothing is said about possible purification by means of 

bathing or offering a sacrifice, as in Leviticus 15. Those were unavailable for the sins being 

explained here. Anyone guilty of these sins simply had to be put to death. Just like a murderer or 

adulterer. The latter was mentioned in verse 20. The capital punishment for the other sexual 

abominations mentioned here must have been very common. Whoever committed these sins had 

forsaken the covenant territory and had fallen into paganism and death. 

Let’s review the entire series. 

 

Leviticus 18:7: an Israelite may not have sexual relations with his mother. 

Leviticus 18:8: nor with another wife of his father (like Reuben and Absalom). 



Leviticus 18:9: nor with his full sister (as we saw happen in Egypt) or with someone who is 

the daughter of his mother but who had been born from a marriage with another husband (thus, a 

half-sister; a sibling from the same mother, but not the same father). 

Leviticus 18:10: nor with his granddaughter, whether this child belongs to his son or his 

daughter. 

Leviticus 18:11: nor with the daughter of his father that he had with another wife. With this 

God prohibited from this time on a marriage like that between Abraham and Sarah, who had the 

same father but not the same mother (half-brother and half-sister). Seeing the great danger that 

one things leads to another, for this time on this was not allowed. Let’s not forget that Israel was 

en route to Canaan, the land of perversion. 

Leviticus 18:12: nor may anyone have sexual relations with his aunt, the sister of his father. 

For the same reasons, this too was forbidden any longer. 

Leviticus 18:13: nor with his aunt who was the sister of his mother, the same was true. 

Leviticus 18:14: nor with his aunt, the wife of his father’s brother (naturally, after the death 

or divorce of the latter). 

Leviticus 18:15: nor with his daughter-in-law, the wife of his son. 

Leviticus 18:16: nor with his sister-in-law, the wife of his brother (assuming the latter did not 

die childless, for otherwise the ancient Near Eastern custom of levirate marriage applied, Deut. 

25:5–10). 

Leviticus 18:17: nor with a woman and simultaneously with a daughter or granddaughter 

born to this woman from a previous marriage. 

Leviticus 18:18: nor with a woman and simultaneously with a sister of this woman (thus, as 

Jacob was married with the sisters, Leah and Rachel). 

Leviticus 18:19: nor with a menstruating woman. 

Leviticus 18:20: nor with the wife of another Israelite. (One Reformed commentator offers 

the translation: “And to the woman of your fellow Israelite you shall not give the emission of 

your seed, so that thereby you become unclean.” This translation makes more obvious the 

transition to the following verse, which also speaks literally about the “giving of seed.”) 

Leviticus 18:21: nor shall you give of your children (literally, of your seed) to allow them to 

go through the fire in honor of Molech. In doing this you would defile the name of your God. I 

am Yahweh. 

We need to add two comments. 

1. Regarding the name Molech, this would have derived from the Hebrew word for king (m-

l-k), which was pronounced by the Israelites, out of aversion, with the vowels of the word bōshet, 

shame, so that it came out as Molech, but in the Greek of the Septuagint this was Moloch. 

2. Regarding the meaning of this name, even though it would have been obvious that a 

Semitic people would have given their deity the name m-l-k or king—Yahweh also had this 

name in Scripture frequently—nevertheless in Mesopotamia already in the fourth century B.C. 

there was a particular deity with such a name; some theophoric names (i.e., personal names that 

included the name of a deity) appear in the Amarna tablets, combined with the name of an 

apparent Canaanite idol m-l-k; and in a later times known as the Ammonite Malech and Tyrian 

city deity Melqart. 

3. Regarding the evil that is being forbidden here, some defend the view that this was 

referring to Canaanite child sacrifice (sometimes children were immured as construction 

sacrifices in the foundations of buildings or burned as firstborn, which explains that in Hebrew 

there is the idiom of making them pass “through the fire,” 2 Kings 23:10), whereas others are of 



the opinion that we should not think of actual sacrifices, but of symbolic occasions (where boys 

and girls were surrendered to the sanctuary for religious prostitution). 

Leviticus 18:22: you shall not lie with someone from the human race as a man lies with a 

woman; it is an abomination. 

(Although Scripture elsewhere condemns homosexuality in personal life [Gen. 19:5; Judges 

19:22–24; Rom. 1:27; Jude 7], in view of verse 21, here specifically cultic prostitution of men 

would have been intended, men devoted to the Phoenician goddess Astarte; probably the same 

wickedness as Deut. 23:17 has in view.) 

Leviticus 18:23: you shall not have sexual relations with an animal (here as well, cultic 

bestiality is being condemned). 

(This prohibition is addressed not only to men [probably the god Baal had sexual relations 

with a heifer before dying], but also to women. This sin occurred in Egypt, where women 

surrendered themselves in the worship of the goat of Mendes, who was thought to be a living 

manifestation of various gods.) 

 

Following these verses we have the conclusion in Leviticus 18:24–30, whereby the intention 

behind the preceding becomes crystal clear. For there God says: But if Israel nevertheless lives in 

Canaan like the Canaanites, well, then she will undergo the same fate as they. Don’t forget this 

when you have seen their defeat. That is how I deal with unclean pagans. And I will do the same 

even if they are Israelites. 

 

Leviticus 19 

 

Make a separation (Lev. 19:1–2) 

 

In a certain sense, Leviticus 18 and 19 are counterparts. In this sense, that the latter chapter 

deals with the same subject as the former, and similarly warns against a pagan lifestyle, but does 

so in a different way. That other way becomes evident in two ways. First, Leviticus 19 also 

contains prohibitions—Leviticus 18 contains nothing but prohibitions—but at the same time also 

contains commandments that state positively what God does desire from Israel. Moreover, there 

is also this difference, that whereas Leviticus 18 contains no symbolism, but only prohibitions 

contained in realistic and direct verbiage, such symbolism does appear in Leviticus 19. But not 

exclusively. There this chapter is so instructive in making us understand God’s purpose with 

many of his shadowy ordinances for Israel. With and without symbolism, he bound the lesson 

upon Israel’s heart: “You are my covenant people. Continue being so.” For this reason, we think 

it is helpful to formulate the theme of this chapter in terms of a statement of Yahweh that he 

declared once in connection with distinguishing between clean and unclean animals (see chapter 

16) and with which these three chapters, Leviticus 18–20, will be concluded later: Make a 

separation (between clean and unclean livestock, etc.) (Lev. 20:25). 

Israel would certainly have been obedient to the command when each one dealt faithfully and 

honestly with his fellow Israelite, but also, for example, when a farmer did not have two kinds of 

animals breed, and did not sow two kinds of seed in his field, and did not wear clothes made of 

two different materials. This latter (symbolic) ordinance is found in Leviticus 19, tucked between 

various other (non-symbolic) commands (v. 19). That was clearly possible. Yahweh’s purpose 

with his symbolism was so striking for Israel, and in Israel’s understanding, a symbolic 

ordinance and a non-symbolic commandment of Yahweh were very closely related. 



 

If we have grasped the purpose of this entire chapter in the right way, then the purpose of 

both verses with which Leviticus 19 opens can be interpreted in a corresponding manner. These 

verses state: “And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak to all the congregation of the people 

of Israel and say to them, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.”’” 

Israel could know what kind of God she had. A God who in many respects detested the 

reprehensible conduct of Egyptians and Canaanites. Actually he had directly warned against that 

conduct in his Ten Words that he gave at Horeb (Exod. 20). Next, he did so more broadly in his 

Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20–23), then in more numerous (most symbolic) ways. He had just 

done so in the direct prohibitions of Leviticus 18. In contrast with the unclean Gentiles and their 

unclean gods, Yahweh was holy. 

Well then, what else could he desire from the people whom he had honored with his 

friendship than that they be like him? Holy as well! 

We automatically think here of a particular command that Paul also stated against a 

background of warnings against falling back into surrounding paganism: Be imitators of God! 

(Eph. 5:1). 

 

Notice the positive language of God in Leviticus 19. It was not enough to be warned against 

a dangerous synthesis with paganism, nor was it sufficient to be summoned to maintain the 

constant antithesis against paganism. The thesis is established here, that Yahweh is holy and 

Israel’s lifestyle had to correspond with that holiness. 

But that required knowledge. This explains why we read first of a command with the 

following design. 

 

Abide in what you were taught (Lev. 19:3) 

 

This, in our view, is the design of both halves of this verse. The verse reads as follows: 

 

“Every one of you shall revere his mother and his father, 

and you shall keep my Sabbaths: I am the LORD your God.” 

 

If you read these carefully, five features stand out: 

 

1. Verse 3a resembles the Fifth Commandment. 

2. Verse 3b resembles the Fourth Commandment. 

3. The usual sequence of Commandments four and five is reversed. 

4. Moreover, the mother is mentioned before the father here. 

5. We read nothing about “Sabbath” (singular), but of “Sabbaths” (plural). 

 

Regarding 1. and 2., we have intentionally said that verse 3a and 3b resemble the Fifth and 

Fourth Commandments. For the view that in Leviticus 19:3–4, 11–12, we are dealing with an 

abbreviated Decalogue (Ten Commandments), perhaps with a Decalogue in its more primitive 

form than that of Exodus 20:1–17, is easier said than proven. In a rather arbitrary manner, one 

would need to isolate the intervening verses (5–8 and 9–10), treating them as later additions. But 

why would they be later additions? They fit very nicely here. 



Regarding 3.—that the Fifth Commandment precedes the Fourth here—that difficulty (if 

indeed it is a difficulty) disappears when we abandon the notion that the intention here was to 

present a repetition of the two commandments. The view seems far more obvious to us that God 

first said to Israel: Be holy as I am holy (v. 2); then he said: Therefore observe the teaching about 

me that you received from your parents (v. 3a); and then: Observe the teaching that I myself gave 

to you by means of my “Sabbaths” (v. 3b). For to be holy like Yahweh was holy, Israel certainly 

must have known a few things from her God. 

Regarding 4.: the fact that the mother is mentioned here before the father has led someone to 

suppose that here we are dealing not simply with an abbreviated Decalogue, but with a 

“children’s catechism.” Others explain the fact from the more intimate relationship that existed 

in a world of polygamy between mother and child than between father and child. But in our 

opinion, we need not think of the phenomenon of polygamy at all. Each child in every era is 

taught first of all by his or her mother. The Israelite children would have received their initial 

instruction about Yahweh from their mothers. Perhaps we are getting excited about nothing 

significant. For it could be that one or another scribe made a copyist error. The Hebrew words 

for “his father” (ʾābîw) and “his mother” (ʾimmōw) look very similar, and the Septuagint has the 

usual sequence (first, “his father,” then “his mother”), a fact that should caution us, and could 

indicate that the usual sequence may well have been in the original Hebrew text. Let’s not get 

excited about nothing. 

Finally, we should pay attention to the fact that verse 3b speaks not of “Sabbath” but of 

“Sabbaths.” Plural. We can explain this from the fact that at Horeb, the entire assortment of 

Israel’s feasts (Passover, Pentecost, and Feast of Booths) rested upon the institution of the 

Sabbath day. By means of this weekly Sabbath, Israel was being continually instructed that no 

one less than the Creator of heaven and earth had become her Deliverer from Egypt and her 

Covenant God at Horeb. For the number seven recall both the creation (Exod. 20:8–11) and the 

Horeb covenant, of which the Sabbath day was a sign (Exod. 31:17). Here already we find a 

protection against paganism with its idols and its life full of immorality. But to this was added 

the preaching of the three feasts mentioned above. There were, so to speak, added as embroidery 

on the pattern of the Sabbath institution, which explains why the words “Sabbaths” in Ezekiel 

44:24 can be used interchangeably with “feasts.” We’ll say more about this later, when we 

discuss the Israelite feasts. We have already noted how, already in the so-called Book of the 

Covenant, as God was pointing to these feasts, he was warning against the Canaanites (see Exod. 

23:13–33). After Israel’s sin with the golden calf, God repeated that warning once again (see 

Exod. 34:10–20). 

 

Surely in Israelite families, the parents would have spoken to their children at a young age 

about Yahweh and his great works. At least they were supposed to (Exod. 12:26; Deut. 6:7; 

11:19). The children constituted that part of the church that primarily needs instruction. But on 

the Sabbaths, at those times both old and young were instructed. For on those occasions, a sacred 

assembly was called (Lev. 23:2–3; Num. 10:10). Then Israel was instructed by the entire tribe of 

Levi, and blessed by the priests in the name of Yahweh. Faithful teaching in the Word of God 

offers the best protection against apostasy and paganism. 

If only the Christian church had understood the meaning of Leviticus 19:3. Including the 

leadership of parents. Even before the “Sabbaths.” Even the tribe of Levi (otherwise known as 

the teaching tribe) was not to take over, let alone usurp, the task of fathers and mothers to teach 

their children. That task was not to be taken away from parents, whether with or without their 



consent (see our comments on Lev. 20:9 below) and handed over and left to schools and other 

groups. Is it not obvious that every creature provides for his own nest? 

 

The first and great commandment is: Love God with all your heart (Lev. 19:4–8) 

 

We can now easily survey the beginning of chapter 19. The train of thought went as follows: 

First God established the positive demand that Israel would be like him: holy (19:1–2). 

But for that, correct knowledge of God and his commands was needed. Therefore, next came 

the command to abide in the sphere of father and mother and adhere to the teaching of the 

Sabbaths (19:3). 

Once this basis had been laid, then Israel can be aroused to show her love to Yahweh in three 

ways. 

1. No idols in place of me (19:4a). 

2. No images in the worship of me (19:4b). 

3. No carelessness at my altars (19:5–8). 

 

1. “Do not turn to idols.” 

Rather than the translation of idols, perhaps it would be better to render it as “things of 

nothing.” All those things the pagans trusted in were nothing more than rubbish. Not only did 

they turn to their idols for help, but they also consulted “the spirits of the dead” and “spirits of 

divination,” as we will read later in Leviticus 19:31. There the Hebrew uses the same words (for 

“turn to”) as here. Perhaps here we should render them more broadly than, for example, with the 

First Commandment of Exodus 20 (ʾĕlōhîm, idol gods), because here we have a Hebrew word 

with presumably a broader meaning (elilim, nothings). 

Yahweh is not to be replaced by a no one and by a nothing. 

He tolerates no competitor whatsoever. 

 

2. “ Do not make for yourselves any gods of cast metal: I am the LORD your God.” 

After first dealing with each kind of “idolatry,” there now follows a prohibition against 

“image worship.” Image worship in honor of whom? Apparently of Yahweh himself. That had 

already been forbidden in the Second Commandment of Exodus 20, as well as in the beginning 

of the so-called Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:23). Image worship was the wickedness 

committed in the episode of the golden calf (Exod. 32), and therefore Yahweh warned 

specifically against it once more with extra emphasis, when he had the tabernacle constructed 

(Exod. 34:10–26). We read in Exodus 34:17: “You shall not make for yourself any gods of cast 

metal,” and the same in Leviticus 19:4b: “You shall not make for yourselves any gods of cast 

metal.” Why are images of deity made only out of metal mentioned here, since they could be 

made out of wood and stone as well? Presumably because condemnation of the most beautiful 

and most expensive included condemnation of the less attractive as well (Isa. 40:19–20). 

Nevertheless, as we know, such images—in honor of Yahweh, the God of Israel!—were later 

made by Israelites. Recall the episodes of Micah (Judges 17), and Jeroboam (1 Kings 12:28). 

 

3. No carelessness at my altars 

So, then, was all paganism completely cut off in connection with the worship of Yahweh? 

No, not at all. 



Even when Israel did not look upon an idol, and did not make either a golden or a silver 

image in honor of Yahweh, Israel could still offend God by carelessness and indifference. 

Neither of those fits with loyal love. For love does not consist in clumsy, gross manners, but 

rather has an attentive eye for elegance and correctness. 

As a teaching illustration God used the peace offering. Not because it mattered less with the 

other sacrifices whether they were offered according to the requirement of the sacrifice Torah, 

but the peace offering would have been chosen as an illustration because with this kind of 

sacrifice, the laity played a much greater role than with any other sacrifice. The reader will recall 

that only the peace offering included a meal, one that included everyone, the one bringing the 

offering together with family and invited guests. God delighted in the fact that Israel could enjoy 

a festive meal in his presence. For example, he permitted in connection with that peace offering 

meal the use of leavened cakes. That fact spoke volumes. Yeast near the sanctuary of Yahweh! 

He even approved of the people eating from the peace offering animal for longer than a single 

day. In addition, consider this: at least in the case of a votive offering and a voluntary offering. 

But that was the outermost boundary, in view of the corrupting climate of Canaan; and perhaps 

also because the Canaanite pagans had a preference for “gamey meat.” Still, everything that 

reeked of death was inadmissible near the altars of Yahweh. Here again we are dealing with that 

familiar symbolism with which God warned his ancient church against forsaking the life-territory 

of Horeb’s covenant and falling back into the sphere of paganism and corruption. Symbolic and 

non-symbolic instruction easily overlap. 

 

The second commandment is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Lev. 19:9–18) 

 

When our Savior was on earth, a lawyer asked him: Master, what is the great commandment 

in the Law? Christ answered: You shall love the Lord, your God, with all you heart and with all 

your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. The second, like it, 

is: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commands depend all the Law and the 

Prophets (Matt. 22:35–40). 

The words, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” appear literally here in Leviticus 

19:18, so that our Savior was surely quoting them from this verse. For he wanted to say 

something about the Law, the Torah, didn’t he? It is possible that in his answer he was providing 

a brief summary not only of the entire Torah that Israel had received via Moses at Horeb, but 

also of the entire first half of this chapter, Leviticus 19, especially verses 4–18. This explains, in 

any case, both of our headings, dealing with love for God and love for neighbor. 

In five characteristic sections, that love for the neighbor is prescribed. Here is our outline: 

 

1. Giving (19:9–10). 

2. Not taking (19:11–12). 

3. Surely not by force (19:13–14). 

4. Or with a show of justice (19:15–16). 

5. But treating each other with love (19:17–18). 

 

When we read through these five sections attentively, we discover a climax in them. 

 

1. In verses 9–10, Israel receives a command to employ gentleness in connection with 

gathering the harvest from the field and the vineyard. Israel was not to harvest the edges of the 



field, and in no case were the Israelites to go back to pick up the grain left behind. In the 

vineyard, Israelites were not allowed to pick the vines clean, down to the very last piece of fruit. 

Nor were they to gather what had fallen to the ground. That was designated for the poor and the 

sojourner. 

Some argue that this command was adapted to a general custom existing in those days—

leave something behind for those coming on behind—indeed, that to this pagan custom the 

religious purpose had been attached of making the spirits favorable with a view to the harvest of 

the following year. In Israel, that pagan purpose was then replaced with an entirely different and 

better purpose. On other occasions we have observed that God filled pagan forms with an 

entirely different content and meaning. We could believe without very much proof that gleaning 

by the poor occurred outside of Israel. And the fact that in connection with bringing in the 

harvest, the Canaanites appeared to have provided relief to the poor with a view to the next year, 

was evident as well in the prohibition of boiling a kid in its mother’s milk. Furthermore, in view 

of the overall purpose of Leviticus 18–20, namely, to warn Israel emphatically against the 

lifestyle of the surrounding pagans, we would not be surprised if in both of these verses (Lev. 

19:9–10), God was wanting at the same time to set up a barricade against a pagan practice that 

was perhaps well-known among Israel. 

But for us, that is not what deserves the most attention, and therefore should not get the most 

attention. 

What is clear is the evangelical purpose of this command. The commands in the lovely Torah 

are numerous that Israel should care well for the poor. Yahweh had himself provided the 

example of that, by accepting as sufficient a lesser sin offering in his sanctuary in cases of 

poverty. The number of passages where gentleness is commanded specifically in connection with 

harvesting fields and orchards is not small (Lev. 19:10; 23:22; Deut. 24:19–22). 

That evangelical purpose—that was especially Israelitish. Among the pagans, opportunity 

may well have been given to have the poor among their own people glean for their subsistence, 

but that this was allowed among Israel also for foreigners was something that surprised Ruth, the 

Moabitess, for one. For she said to Boaz: “Why have I found favor in your eyes, that you should 

take notice of me, since I am a foreigner?” (Ruth 2:10). 

If later Christianity had only understood better that, although the commands of the Horeb 

covenant had lost their (mostly) symbolic form and binding, they apply even far more to us than 

to ancient Israel, since we have become participants in a covenant that is so much better, of 

which Jesus became the Surety. But as Christians, we now have the reputation among many 

pagans and apostates of being tight-fisted, harsh people. We should have been all the more 

generous than the Torah prescribed! 

Fortunately, however, not all the rich were miserly people. Boaz was a man who not only 

took the name of Yahweh upon his lips, but at the same time told his harvesters, with an eye on 

Ruth: “Let her glean even among the sheaves, and do not reproach her. And also pull out some 

from the bundles for her and leave it for her to glean, and do not rebuke her” (Ruth 2:4, 15–16). 

In doing it this way, his generosity to Ruth was somewhat camouflaged. Entirely in line with the 

Spirit of Christ, who according to Paul, must have said once: It is more blessed to give than to 

receive (Acts 20:35). 

2. Verses 11–12 deal with taking, rather than giving. The lead idea is: “You shall not steal.” 

But phenomena or consequences that often accompany thievery are that people lie to one another 

and deceive one another. One another! Literally it says that someone is treating his fellow 

countryman that way. Someone who was just as much a covenant partner with Yahweh as he 



himself. Something the suzerain could not possibly allow. War between his vassals. Finally, 

because the one results from the other, the series ends with perjury by the one against the other, 

whereby he defiles the name of Yahweh by explicitly mentioning Yahweh’s name, because he 

wants to cover over his deceit. That’s the result. 

3. People can steal from someone, however, also by misusing power (vv. 13–14). For 

example, by not paying the day laborer his wages at day’s end. Often this would have been 

payment in kind. But if the poor fellow were to holler too loudly, the next day he would likely 

not get a chance to earn anything as an independent laborer. To oppress such a defenseless 

person was just as cowardly and unloving as if you treated a deaf person as though he were 

insane or would put a stumbling block in front of a blind person. This too was a misuse of power, 

of one’s own privileged position (good eyes, etc.), and the other person’s dependence. In the 

Book of the Covenant (Exod. 22:21–27) we already learned that Yahweh despises such violent 

conduct in Israel, against whomever—here in verse 13, it is against the “neighbor,” a bit more 

general that in verse 11, “brother.” There God had said: If you treat widows and orphans that 

way, then I will make your wives and children widows and orphans. Nor may you oppress 

sojourners, for you were sojourners in Egypt. Don’t do that, out of fear for my wrath! 

4. But the worst oppression always occurred with a show of justice. Whether on the part of 

judges (v. 15), or on the part of witnesses (v. 16). Or both, as happened with Naboth (1 Kings 

21). Then as well, it involved some possession of this world, as is often the case, including in this 

entire passage of Leviticus 19. A vineyard or field. Suddenly the miscreant faced a battlefront 

aligned against him, with the steely face that declared him guilty; judges and witnesses. How 

surprised Naboth would have been if every word on his part had hit a brick wall. Then you’d feel 

hands around your throat. That is really “going after your neighbor’s life.” You can kill someone 

in a direct manner, with knife or sword, but also in an indirect manner, by giving him such a bad 

reputation that no one trusts him for anything anymore. 

Leviticus 19:15–16 warns against partisan class justice. This can consist of judges, with or 

without witnesses, showing partiality to the rich and prominent, perhaps allowing themselves to 

be bribed, or adjudicating the issue in dispute for those who are impressive in society, out of fear 

of people. But partisan class justice occurs also by currying favor with the crowd, or being guilty 

of Absalom’s sin, attempting in a “democratic” manner to steal people’s hearts in order to rebel 

against the lawful government. We don’t fool ourselves, do we, into thinking such a thing cannot 

happen today? 

5. The fifth section draws the conclusion. 

The preceding sections dealt with the more visible arena of life. Everything involved the 

good of this world. Over this, quarrels arise most often. Although during those quarrels, people 

often suddenly discover that the parties couldn’t stand each other for a long time already. Their 

hearts were hardened against each other. Now come verses 17–18: Don’t let it get that far. Begin 

now already to guard against that. 

Verse 17a: “You shall not hate your brother in your heart.” There you see the subject being 

brought up for discussion. Be on guard against an antipathy arising within you against your 

brother. 

Verse 17b: “but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor.” The word “frankly” is not in 

the text, but rather it says: when you have something against your brother, you must especially 

discuss it with him, whatever you do. Don’t keep it in, but talk it out. Whatever you do. 

Verse 7c: “lest you incur sin because of him.” If you keep walking around with your 

(imagined or legitimate) complaint against your brother, continuing to let it fester, then 



eventually you’ll end up hating him. And exactly that is what you must guard against. For then, 

even if you were perhaps completely right with regard to the issue itself, you would nonetheless 

be guilty of sin, the sin of hatred in your heart. And that is what Yahweh is warning against here. 

Verse 18a: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own 

people.” A repetition in order to make crystal clear the purpose of the preceding. 

Verse 18b: “but you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” That is the depth of Yahweh’s 

concern. We are not yet finished when we simply do not hate one another, but we must love our 

neighbor. 

 

Regarding the term neighbor we note the following. What does this term mean in general in 

the Old Testament? And what does it mean here? And how does the Lord Jesus use the term? 

The Hebrew word used here for “neighbor” (rêaʿ) is a very general word that can often be 

translated with our general phrase “an other person.” One is involved with that “other person,” 

then, either accidentally and temporarily, or by living next to him or something similar. We too 

talk in that very general way, for example, when we tell someone: “You have to show some 

regard for an other person.” Who is that other person? That depends entirely on the situation in 

which the conversation is being conducted. In this way, the meaning of the Hebrew word rêaʿ 

can be very broad. It doesn’t always mean “pal” or “chum.” It could refer even to someone’s 

opponent, your mortal enemy. For example, Samuel told Saul: Yahweh has given the kingship to 

your rêaʿ, to David (1 Sam. 28:17). And when the twelve men of Joab and the twelve men of 

Abner fought against each other, each one grabbed the head of his rêaʿ and stuck his sword in 

the side of his rêaʿ (2 Sam. 2:16). Here the word is being used in a very unfavorable sense. But 

in our previous passage, where we read successively of “your brother,” “your fellow Israelite,” 

and “the children of your people,” it is being used in a favorable sense. How would you dare to 

hate someone who belonged, just like you, to the people with whom I, Yahweh, established by 

covenant here at Horeb, as the Supreme Ruler of all of you, indeed, as the God of all of you? 

Notice carefully that each of the five sections ends with those words. “I Yahweh” or “I your God 

Yahweh.” That is the constantly resonating echo of God’s speaking. 

Moreover, in speaking this way, God did not intend to restrict the command to love “the 

other person” to the relationship between one Israelite and another Israelite. We will learn 

something quite different later, in verses 33–34. “When a stranger [gēr] sojourns with you in 

your land, you shall not do him wrong. You shall treat the stranger who sojourns with you as the 

native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of 

Egypt: I am the LORD your God.” 

The word rêaʿ, which appears more than once in our chapter, was translated by the 

Septuagint with the Greek word plēsios, and this same word is used repeatedly in the New 

Testament. The Lord Jesus apparently interpreted it broadly. When the same lawyer that we 

spoke of earlier asked: “And who is my neighbor?,” the Savior answered him with the parable of 

the compassionate Samaritan. In response to the man who had fallen into the hand of robbers, 

neither the priest nor the Levite, but the Samaritan, understands his obligation as neighbor and 

fulfills it (Luke 10:25–37). Our neighbor is the one with whom life brings us into contact. No 

matter what kind of contact. We must love “the other person.” 

By quoting Leviticus 19:18b in his conversation with the lawyer (“you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself”), our Savior simultaneously showed that he did not come to lay down 

brand new commandments. He never did that. Not in the so-called Sermon on the Mount, either 

(Matt. 5–7). He returned repeatedly to what was said to “the ancients,” that is, to the first Israel 



through Moses. Even earlier than Moses, to creation (the institution of marriage “in the 

beginning; Matt. 19:7–8). Naturally, this gave Jesus’ hearers the initial impression of something 

novel, but eventually the sheep listened to the good age-old voice of Israel’s Shepherd. The Lord 

wanted to annul not one stroke or letter of the Bible of that time, nor add anything to it. 

Nevertheless some Christians later came up with the idea that in the Sermon on the Mount, the 

Savior came with brand new commandments. In this way, for example, people came up with the 

idea that the Ten Commandments applied to all Christians, but commands like not looking (at 

all) at a woman, applied only to “priests” and such people, to whom higher perfections had been 

granted. The “new law” applied to these people. But one cannot appeal to Scripture to justify 

such a dichotomy within the Christian church and for such a double morality. The 

commandments of the Torah, all its commandments, apply to us today as well. Not less, but 

more. (Even though they must be interpreted properly.) Because we belong to a new and better 

covenant, of which Jesus has become the Surety. 

 

So make a separation (Lev. 19:19a) 

 

In the middle of our chapter we suddenly encounter the words: “You shall keep my statutes.” 

The Hebrew word for “statutes” is ḥuqqōt. We discussed this word earlier. The meaning of this 

little sentence is rather straightforward: Observe what I have prescribed for you. But in order to 

see what this little sentence is doing here, we must pay attention to the place where it appears in 

our chapter, to what precedes and what follows it. 

The preceding verses (19:1–18) constituted a clear unit, in which the double command of 

love toward God and the neighbor was bound upon the hearts of Israel. They constituted a unity 

that closely resembled such Scripture passages as the well know Ten Words of Exodus 20. What 

strikes us about this is that the symbolic element is not entirely absent, but nonetheless appears 

rarely (Exod. 20:8–11; Lev. 19:5–8). 

That is different in the subsequent verses in Leviticus 19, namely, verses 19–37. Perhaps the 

scope of those verses will be entirely the same as that of the first half of our chapter, namely: 

Remember that you are the people of Yahweh! But the manner in which this command is 

presented to Israel in the rest of Leviticus 19 is somewhat different. Making greater use of 

symbolism. For we may repeat this once more: God wants to warn his ancient Israelite church 

powerfully against falling back into the paganism of Egypt and Canaan, by forbidding her every 

kind of sliding toward the pagan lifestyle. But he did that either without symbolism, directly, by 

straightforward commands and prohibitions, or with symbolism, using various means of visual 

instruction. 

This latter will occur again now, and with a view to that, the theme of Leviticus 18–20 is 

worth repeating once more—we almost wrote: worthy of polishing off once more. Not what 

paganism prescribes, but what I prescribe, with or without symbolic tools of instruction, that is 

what you shall observe. 

So this little sentence serves to remind Israel of the one main thrust of these chapters: No 

intermingling! Make a separation! Otherwise you cannot continue as my covenant people. 

The remaining content of verse 19 will confirm this. 

 

You shall not allow two kinds of animals to breed, sow two kinds of seed in your field, and wear 

a garment made from two kinds of material (Lev. 19:19b) 

 



Here we have that section that we claimed gives the impression of having fallen smack dab in 

the middle of the commandments of Leviticus 19. But it certainly did not give Israel that 

impression, because the Israelite was thought to be so accustomed to the symbolism in the laws 

of Moses that he needed to hear but one single word, as here, for example, about not sowing two 

seeds in a field, in order to be reminded of the entire grand lesson of Horeb: You must be the 

holy people of Yahweh and therefore no element of the pagan lifestyle fits you. By way of 

comparison, you might think of a child living in the city, who is warned by his mother not to 

play near the street. When he does play too close to the street, he turns around to see his mother 

standing by the window shaking her finger in warning. The child gets the message. By means of 

a single gesture the child is reminded of mother’s whole sermon: “Be careful near the street, my 

boy; don’t go near the street, understand? Because you’ll get hurt.” That brief but pointed 

language spoken with the upraised finger was the language being spoken to Israel by means of 

these commandments of Leviticus 19:19b regarding the breeding of two kinds of livestock, etc. 

Because that brevity could well be somewhat difficult for the Bible reader today, let’s place a 

few other Scripture passages alongside. 

1. Deuteronomy 22:5–12. 

2. Leviticus 20:25–26. 

3. Leviticus 19:19b. 

 

1. Deuteronomy 22:5–12 

 

In that Scripture passage we read five commandments, whose common theme should be 

noted. Perhaps you’d like to open your Bible to that passage. 

Part 1 forbids transvestitism, i.e., a man dressing like a woman, or a woman like a man 

(22:5). 

Part 2 allows taking eggs or hatchlings from a bird, but forbids taking the bird (22:6–7). 

Part 3 prescribes that when building a house, a railing must be put around the perimeter of 

the roof, a place for resting and socializing (22:8). 

Part 4 forbids sowing two kinds of seed (in the soil between the vines) in the vineyard, or 

harnessing an ox and a donkey to a plow, or to make a garment out of two kinds of material, e.g., 

wool and linen (22:9–11). 

Part 5 commands that one must wear tassels on the four corners of his garment (22:12). 

What is the common purpose of all of these five sections of Deuteronomy 22? In answering 

that question, we will begin with the easiest part, the fifth part, because we read more often in 

Scripture (Num. 15:37–41) that every Israelite had to wear a tzitzit (button, knob, knot, or tassel, 

with a dark blue thread woven through it). Thereby Israel would be constantly reminded that she 

was God’s holy covenant people, and thus may not deviate from his commandments. It is rather 

certain that with this regulation, God was not introducing anything shockingly new to Israel, but 

was making use of particular Egyptian and Asiatic fashion customs. The pagan form was 

certainly filled with sacred content, namely, a daily reminder of the high privilege of being the 

holy covenant people of Yahweh. The word tzitzit was translated by the Septuagint with 

kraspedōn, and the same word appears in the New Testament. The woman who suffered from a 

flow of blood touched the kraspedon of Jesus’ garment (Matt. 9:20), and the scribes and 

Pharisees made their kraspeda extra large in order to show thereby how scrupulously they 

observed God’s commandments (Matt. 23:5). 



When we look next at Part 1 (prohibiting transvestitism), then we see Israel being warned by 

this prohibition against transgressing God’s command. We must understand this prohibition 

against the background of the pagan cultus that was fashionable among the nations around Israel, 

from ancient times until later periods of the history of the Near East. In the worship of the 

Sumerian city Uruk, the ritual honoring Anu contained a moment when the gods entered in 

procession and presented themselves; this was followed by the eunuchs changing clothes, since 

these men apparently wanted to look like women, clothed in the garments of the goddess. 

Among the Hittites the leader of the eunuch-priests who served the great goddess was a head 

priest who was clothed in an extravagant woman’s costume. On Cyprus, sacrifices were brought 

to Astarte, a goddess with a beard, by men in women’s clothes and women in men’s clothes. 

Lucian of Samosata reports how in Syria a certain Kombabos was worshiped; this deity was 

represented as a woman in man’s clothes. He reports further that the eunuch-priests of the 

goddess Cybele wore the clothes of the opposite sex. In regions where the male god Baal and the 

female Astarte were worshiped, the women wore men’s clothes and the men wore women’s 

clothes. All these examples justify the conclusion that in Deuteronomy 22:5, we are dealing with 

the prohibition of pagan worship. This verse describes transvestitism as tōwʿăbat, an 

abomination, i.e., something that is absolutely incompatible with serving Israel’s God. Just as 

incompatible as serving idols, who were also referred to with the word “abomination.” 

We come next to the intervening sections. Given the context, would it not be obvious that we 

should assume here as well that these sections 2–4 contained warnings against transgressing 

God’s commandments? This assumption is confirmed immediately when we look at Part 3. For 

anyone who neglected to put a railing around his flat roof would be responsible if later someone 

fell to his death. He would then be guilty of manslaughter. The same goes for Part 2; if you come 

upon a bird with eggs or hatchlings, you may take the eggs and the hatchlings, but must let the 

bird go. In connection with this command of God to Israel, we should not start talking 

sentimentally about respect for life or for creation ordinances. It was just as unpleasant for the 

young birds to be killed as for the older bird. Both were creatures. But this commandment was 

not at all given for the sake of birds, but for the sake of people, namely, the Israelites. We have 

the same as with the command: You shall not muzzle an ox treading the grain (Deut. 25:4). Of 

course, an Israelite farmer was not allowed to prevent an ox treading the grain from eating some 

of it now and then, since he was working so close to his food. But if we remained at this level of 

understanding the command, and thought that we had exhausted the relevance of the 

commandment, we would be mistaken. Paul wrote later about this commandment: Do you 

perhaps suppose that with this command God was thinking simply about oxen? Of course not. 

He was thinking of people as well, indeed, especially of people. The laborer is worthy of his 

wage! That is what God intended to teach Israel with this commandment (1 Cor. 9:9; 1 Tim. 

5:18). Well then, in the same way, in this section about the mother bird, God was giving Israel 

not a lesson in animal protection, but a symbolic pedagogical reminder of the Fifth 

Commandment: honor your father and your mother. The end of this section removes all doubt 

about the correctness of our explanation. For who would not think that the words, “that it may go 

well with you, and that you may live long” (22:7) were a direct allusion to the familiar 

conclusion of the Fifth Commandment: “that your days may be long in the land that the LORD 

your God is giving you” (Exod. 20:12)? 

We have yet to discuss Part 4 (Deut. 22:9–11). 

Here as well, we listen to the exegetical advice of Paul in 1 Corinthians 9. Do you suppose 

that with that prohibition of sowing two kinds of seed in one field, of yoking two kinds of 



animals to one plow, and making a garment from two kinds of material, God was concerned for 

the sake of the soil of the vineyard, with oxen, donkeys, woolen yarn, and pieces of linen? No, 

rather for the sake of people, of Israelites. In order with these various prohibitions to sharpen his 

command: You belong to me, so you shall keep my covenant and remember to do my 

commandments. 

Yahweh set flags everywhere, across the entire surface of Israelite life, as it were, warning 

signs that were supposed to serve to remind Israel constantly that she had been received by him 

in a covenant and was his holy people. Israel couldn’t turn around without running into such a 

sign. Caution! You’re not walking about in a trance, are you? You’re not crossing any forbidden 

boundaries, are you? Don’t enter unsuitable friendships either! Don’t enter any undesirable 

unions. Stay in my covenant territory! Remember the foundation of the (Israelite) world laid at 

Horeb! 

 

2. Leviticus 20:25–26 

 

These verses will form the close of the Scripture passage we are discussing in this chapter. 

This is what they say: “You shall therefore separate the clean beast from the unclean, and the 

unclean bird from the clean. You shall not make yourselves detestable by beast or by bird or by 

anything with which the ground crawls, which I have set apart for you to hold unclean. You shall 

be holy to me, for I the LORD am holy and have separated you from the peoples, that you should 

be mine” (Lev. 20:25–26). 

Twice already we have drawn the attention of our readers to this conclusion. 

The first time was when we discussed Leviticus 11–15, and showed that by means of his 

commandments regarding clean and unclean animals, God impressed upon Israel through visual 

instruction that she was a people of “separated ones.” 

The second time we mentioned these verses was in the introduction of Leviticus 19. What 

Leviticus 18 accomplished without symbolism, we see Leviticus 19 doing with the use of 

symbolism. In every conceivable way, God was binding upon Israel’s heart the requirement that 

she abstain from intermingling with “the nations.” 

 

3. Leviticus 19:19b 

 

After discussing the preceding two passages, we come now finally to examine our verse a bit 

further. 

The first thing that strikes us is that it shows a very strong similarity to Deuteronomy 22:9–

11. Except, the latter is somewhat broader. But both have in common: (a) the prohibition against 

sowing two kinds of seed in the same soil, and (b) the prohibition against making a garment from 

two kinds of material. The only difference consists in a third feature, that Leviticus 19:19b 

forbids breeding two different kinds of animals together, whereas Deuteronomy 22:10 forbids 

yoking in front of a plow two different kinds of animals, like an ox and a donkey. But naturally, 

God’s purpose is the same in both cases. That purpose did not consist in God obligating the 

Israelites to treat their animals well. People have understood something like that to have been 

God’s purpose in forbidding the boiling of a kid in its mother’s milk (Exod. 23:19; 34:26; Deut. 

14:21). But we have come to think very differently (see Exodus, 118–119). People probably read 

something similar in the prohibition against yoking an ox and a donkey together to the same 

plow, namely, because the donkey would have had to shoulder greater responsibility, in view of 



its unequal size. But we believe, no matter how very obvious it would have been in Israel that a 

righteous man knew what was an efficient use of his animals (Prov. 12:10), that it was not God’s 

real purpose in Deuteronomy 22:10 (not plowing with an ox and a donkey) to give Israel a lesson 

in animal welfare. Nor when in Deuteronomy 22:6 (leaving the parent bird in the nest) and in 

Deuteronomy 25:4 (not muzzling an ox while it was threshing). With those commandments, God 

was not concerned for birds and oxen, but for people, as Paul has taught us (1 Cor. 9:9; cf. 1 

Tim. 5:18). For Israelites. To remind them by means of the umpteenth visual lesson of the 

obligation to observe the Horeb covenant and to remember God’s commandments to do them, 

rather than to become involved with Canaanite acquaintances and friends, young men and 

women, indeed, even with certain notions and views, mores and customs, with the faith and 

worship of “the nations” in Canaan. 

So our verse is continuing the theme of Leviticus 18–20: No pagan lifestyle! 

 

Some have pointed out that later the Israelites did possess mules. Indeed. The mule was a 

mix of a donkey and a horse, and appeared later not only in royal circles, with Absalom and his 

brothers (2 Sam. 13:29; 18:9)—king David himself owned a female mule, 1 Kings 1:33—but 

also among the ordinary people (2 Chron. 9:24). But aside from the fact that it remains a 

question whether these mules had been bred by Israelites themselves or imported by Israelites, 

like people in Tyre had imported such animals from Togarma in Asia Minor (Ezek. 27:14; see 

Genesis, p. 185), this still doesn’t contradict our explanation of verse 19b. Indeed, a mule is a 

bastard animal, but how often don’t the prophets complain about the Israelites consorting illicitly 

with Canaanites? If all the commandments of Yahweh that were later ignored would need to be 

scrapped from the Torah, then none would remain! 

 

Except: unchaste kidnapping is not adultery (Lev. 19:20–22) 

 

People have been puzzled about this section appearing suddenly in Leviticus 19. It seems so 

out of character. It is dealing with an Israelite who had raped someone’s female slave. In such a 

case, that person had to bring a guilt offering to Yahweh. This is why we discussed this section in 

connection with the sacrifice Torah. At that time, we commented that when someone committed 

adultery with the wife of his neighbor, he had to be put to death (Lev. 20:10), and as a matter of 

fact, even an Israelite who had had sexual relations with a young girl who was not yet married 

was similarly to be put to death (Deut. 22:23). In both cases sexual immorality had been 

committed, and the Torah was certainly no less strict regarding punishment than the 

jurisprudence of the Babylonians, Hittites, and Assyrians. Throughout the ancient Eastern world, 

marital laws showed the very same features. The decisive moment in connection with entering 

marriage was the payment of the dowry to the father-in-law, whether this was done by the 

bridegroom himself or by his father. From that moment, the marriage was legally binding. If 

another person had sexual relations with the bride, even though she may have still been living in 

the home of her parents, that would be punished with death, since it was adultery. In Israel also, 

people were liable to death if they assaulted a “child bride.” Just as when one had sexual 

relations with a woman who was no longer living in her parental home but was completely 

married to her husband. Whereas among Israel, in the case of adultery one never remained alive, 

nevertheless, outside of Israel that was possible. According to the laws of Middle Assyria, it was 

the case that a man whose wife was caught in adultery could demand that both his wife and the 

man with whom she had committed adultery would be put to death, but if he did not demand this, 



but was satisfied that his wife’s nose was cut off, he also had to be satisfied that the one who had 

committed adultery with his wife was castrated and his face was scarred. Indeed, if the offended 

husband allowed his wife to go free, he also had to allow the man who had committed adultery 

with her to go free. From this we see that in ancient Near Eastern understanding, adultery was 

not first of all a sin against morality, but had to be seen as a violation of the offended husband’s 

property rights. 

Completely different was the instruction that Israel received in the Torah. The Torah was far 

more serious with regard to marriage. Accordingly, adultery was an entirely different sin than 

stealing, than violating someone’s property rights. According to the Torah, adultery had to 

always be punished with death, but not stealing. A wife was not a female slave, not a piece of 

merchandise. But the reverse was also true: a piece of merchandise, a female slave, was not a 

wife. 

Suddenly it becomes clear why in the middle of Leviticus 19 we find a section about raping 

the female slave of another man. In view of the opinion about slavery, which God still tolerated 

in Israel, we need not be at all surprised that the rape by Mr. A of the female slave belonging to 

Mr. B was not viewed by the Torah as adultery, but as the violation by A of the property rights of 

B (who owned the female slave). This is why a guilt offering had to be brought, as we discussed 

earlier. 

Finally we have this remaining issue: Why was this section placed here? Answer: in order to 

warn against rigorism here, in the large Scripture passage of Leviticus 18–20, where God has 

been warning so sharply against pagan sins and crimes, indeed, where later the death penalty 

would often be required for those committing such sins (Lev. 20). Thereby people could easily 

have overlooked the significant difference between adultery with or violation of someone’s 

spouse, and injuring someone by damaging his property, in this case, his female slave. The 

former was to be punished with nothing less than death, the latter not at all, in fact, never. 

For purposes of comparison, consider what Moses says in Deuteronomy 19 about the cities 

of refuge. Whereas one would perhaps expect that in this connection he would be saying 

something about those who committed premeditated murder and how these persons would have 

to be punished, he instead binds upon Israel’s heart care and provision for the one who killed 

without premeditation. That was the purpose of instituting cities of refuge. And that was the 

purpose for Moses’ reminding Israel of this. Their attention was being drawn not to the guilt, but 

to the innocence involved in the situation, lest “the guilt of bloodshed be upon you” (Deut. 

19:10). 

So too in Leviticus 19, a section is included that provides Israel with the lesson that she 

should not become guilty of adopting a pagan lifestyle, and therefore must stay far away from 

everything that came close to adultery. But in response to this warning, Israel should not become 

guilty of an all too severe strictness, for example, by treating a thief as they would treat an 

adulterer, even though that thief had had sexual relations with “the stolen goods,” and his 

stealing thereby acquired an immoral and unchaste aroma. For that reason, it was precisely this 

case, as a boundary situation, that was brought up for discussion, and the warning is given that 

such a guilty party may not be classified with those who commit a crime worthy of death, such 

as adultery. 

Adultery was serious. 

But not everything was adultery. 

Stealing was not adultery. 

Not even unchaste stealing was adultery. 



 

Later you shall not eat the fruit from the trees that you planted in Canaanite soil before those 

fruit trees are four years old (Lev. 19:23–25) 

 

When later Israel would take possession of the promised land, and would plant fruit trees 

there, for the first three years those trees were supposed to be for Israel like uncircumcised trees. 

They were supposed to throw away the fruit. Furthermore, they were to bring the fruit of those 

trees in the fourth year to Yahweh (who would have given them to the priests). And only then, 

that is, only in the fifth harvest year, could the Israelites consume the fruit of such trees. 

The purpose of this ordinance is not hard to grasp, once we’ve read both of the preceding 

sections of the chapter. There the attention was on boundaries. Like our military personnel 

identify the boundaries of a dangerous territory by using red flags, so too God wanted Israel to be 

reminded in the middle of her busy daily life of the covenant to which God had exalter her, and 

of the commandments that Israel had to observe as a result. 

The first section, verse 19, said: Take seriously the boundaries between you and paganism. 

No intermingling! No pagan lifestyle! Know that whoever is guilty of that is liable to be put to 

death. 

(The second section, verses 20–22, said: But whoever violates the female slave belonging to 

his neighbor in not thereby liable to be put to death. I disapprove of his action, but atonement is 

possible. Do not fall into paganism.) 

This third section, verses 23–25, says: Later in Canaan you shall be so attentive regarding the 

mores and customs of the pagans there that you may enjoy the fruit trees that you plant only after 

four years have passed. 

We cannot determine that by this ordinance God wanted to drive out an ancient custom, 

according to which the first fruits had to be sacrificed to particular “field spirits.” We are 

unacquainted with anything relating to such an ancient custom. We do read in the Code of 

Hammurabi that when someone had given a grower a piece of land for growing dates, only in the 

fifth year did he have the right that the grower would divide the harvest with him. Whether in 

this section, by referring to the fifth year God was intentionally adopting a particular known 

ancient custom, or whether we have here a pure coincidence, is difficult for us to determine. We 

are firmly convinced, however, that this prescription of verses 23–25 also belongs to that entire 

large complex of visual instruction whereby Israel is constantly being reminded of her holiness. 

In this ordinance regarding her fruit trees, Israel received once more a caution sign whose 

symbolic language was saying the same thing as that of the command regarding the breeding of 

different kinds of animals. Naturally, the children of the man who had planted such trees would 

have asked their father often enough why that delicious fruit had to be thrown away. “But father, 

throwing away such delicious fruit is a crime!” But then the instruction would come: This is how 

careful we must be with those Canaanites around us, my children. Be very careful for their 

idolatry and immorality. 

(That we must understand these three sections in terms of their shared context is confirmed, 

in our judgment, by the words with which all of verses 19–25 are concluded: I am Yahweh your 

God.) 

 

No pagan notions about death! (Lev. 19:26–31) 

 



This part of Leviticus 19 consists of three sections that at first glance are rather different from 

each other, but that nonetheless have one thing in common. All three warn against the dominant 

notion of death in paganism. Therefore we are grouping them together. 

1. No pagan fear of death (19:26–28) 

2. No pagan sacrifice for death (19:29–30) 

3. No pagan concourse with death (19:31) 

 

1. No pagan fear of death (19:26–28) 

 

These verses read as follows: “You shall not eat any flesh with the blood in it. You shall not 

interpret omens or tell fortunes. You shall not round off the hair on your temples or mar the 

edges of your beard. You shall not make any cuts on your body for the dead or tattoo yourselves: 

I am the LORD.” 

Scripture commentators complain unanimously that these verses confront us with serious 

problems. For example, for many it is impossible to indicate precisely the distinction between the 

Hebrews words that in verse 26 are translated by “interpret omens” and “tell fortunes.” In verse 

27 we are certainly dealing with grieving customs that are universally followed, removing some 

hair from the head and beard. But it is assumed that originally pagans sacrificed some of their 

hair to the idols or on behalf of the dead. Something similar could have been the original purpose 

of tattooing, mentioned in verse 28. In fact, people would not only have sought to satisfy the 

powers of death by means of sacrificing hair and cutting their skin, but they would also have 

sought to protect themselves against the dangerous influence of death by using blood. People 

probably lived with the illusion that such use of life powers was a defense against death. That is, 

in fact, the first item discussed in this section. “You shall not eat any flesh with the blood in it” 

(v. 26a). For the umpteenth time we encounter in Leviticus the prohibition against using blood. 

But here it was being issued particularly in connection with pagan fear of death and with pagan 

grieving customs. Why? 

Let’s listen to what no one less than Moses said about this once. 

When he later prohibited the Israelites from doing such things, in Deuteronomy 14:1–2, he 

did that with an appeal to the fact that they are children of Yahweh. Moses was there staying 

close to the Third Commandment. Recall what we wrote about the words: “I Yahweh” (in 

Exodus, 66–70). The entire gospel for that time was encapsulated in the name Yahweh. Yahweh 

had not delivered Israel from Egyptian death only to leave the matter at that point. His plans 

went further, to the complete vanquishing of death through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore the 

Israelites were not to manhandle themselves like pagans. For the same reasons the apostle Paul 

wrote later that we may of course grieve, when death takes a loved one from us, but we may not 

grieve like the pagans do. For the pagans had no hope. That pagan prattle over their dead brought 

them no comfort of a certain hereafter that was worth anything. Christians, however, are not only 

people of faith, but also and especially people of hope. The hope of eternal life, on the day of 

Jesus’ return and our being gathered with him (1 Thess. 4:12; 2 Thess. 2:1). 

 

2. No pagan sacrifice for death (19:29–30) 

 

Next the Israelite is prohibited from handing over his daughter for sexual immorality. Given 

the context, we assume here as well the background of pagan fear of death. 



On more than one occasion we have mentioned that the Easter world not only harbored the 

illusion that life and fertility came from their idols, but they also thought they had to stimulate 

these gods to grant their benefits, by sacrificing to them the most beautiful and beloved thing 

they possessed, their very own dignity, in concourse with temple prostitutes, along with the 

dignity of their own wives and daughters. The historian Herodotus reports that every night the 

sun god, Bel, received at Babel a virgin who sacrificed her virginity to him. In fact, every 

Babylonian girl had to surrender herself to a stranger one time in her life in honor of Mylitta, 

who was also called Ishtar and Astarte. For this reason, the poor wretches were not despised later 

on. After this encounter was past, they entered marriage all that much sooner. Therefore they sat 

in the forecourt of the temple waiting their turn. You can read about this in the apocryphal book 

of Baruch (6:42–43). This Mylitta was the heavenly queen who was the female partner of Bel. 

Her name, which was actually Moladta, meant Bearer. She represented procreative and 

reproductive nature. The days on which people paid her homage were presumably identified as 

specific feast days. This immorality occurred elsewhere as well, for example, on Cyrus and in the 

Canaanite city of Gebal or Byblos. 

Although the Hebrew word for “committing unchastity” can refer to prostitution in general as 

well as to “sacred prostitution,” i.e., in the sanctuary, here the latter would have been intended. 

This is in view of what we read in verse 30: “You shall keep my Sabbaths and reverence my 

sanctuary: I am the LORD.” 

This last verse sets us to thinking. 

In the first place, it leads us to think of verse 3 of this same chapter, half of which verse is 

identical. We have shown that there, Yahweh was pressing upon the hearts of his people that 

they must continue in what they had learned, that they must stand strongly against the 

temptations to wickedness discussed further in the chapter. Idolatry, etc. 

Next, this verse leads us to think of Leviticus 26:2. That verse in Hebrew is fully identical to 

this verse, Leviticus 19:30. What kind of warning is added there with those words? Once again, a 

warning against . . . idolatry. 

In the third place, this verse leads us to think back to the Book of the Covenant in Exodus 

(20–23), where Yahweh had already warned sternly against the religious and moral danger of 

Canaan. The Israelites would later not need to fear that the land would fail to yield a good 

harvest because they had not gone along with the celebration of the Canaanite agricultural 

festivals. They were supposed to celebrate the three festivals of Yahweh at the sanctuary of 

Yahweh, and nothing else. Those feasts were termed “my Sabbaths”. (You shall not bow down 

to their gods . . . but you shall serve Yahweh, your God, then he will bless your bread and water, 

and I will drive sickness from your midst. No wife in your land will suffer a miscarriage or be 

barren. The number of your days I will make full [Exod. 23:24–26].) 

The conclusion of all of this is obvious, namely, that the Israelites received in these verses 

the warning not to allow themselves to be seized by the Canaanite idolatrous fear of dying nature 

and the dying season of the year, which fear would induce them, for example, to boil a kid in its 

mother’s milk and sprinkle that milk on their grassland and field, and to sacrifice the honor of 

their own daughters to the fertility gods, in order to stimulate these deities to fill the land of 

Canaan with their blessings. Those were no blessings, but thereby the land was covered with 

sexual immorality and the land was filled with zimmâ, something abominable, something 

inexpressibly shameful. This word is used for bloodguilt in 18:17. It appears in parallel with 

tōwʿēbâ, which means abomination. Sometimes such a poor wretch of a girl was called a 

kedēshâ, a consecrated one. But that was a euphemism, a nice word for an ugly reality. Just like 



the girls who put themselves at the disposal of the German soldiers also received the pretty name 

“honor bride” (Ehrebraut). But in reality it was prostitution. Such an Israelite girl was thereby no 

consecrated one, but an unconsecrated, defiled one, robbed of her dignity as a child of the people 

of the covenant of Yahweh. 

 

3. No pagan concourse with death (19:31) 

 

We read in this verse: “Do not turn to mediums or necromancers; do not seek them out, and 

so make yourselves unclean by them: I am the LORD your God.” Much about this verse remains 

unclear. If we had only this verse in its context, we might legitimately think this verse involves 

dealing with the dead. Perhaps comparing it with Leviticus 20:27 might help: “A man or a 

woman who is a medium or a necromancer shall surely be put to death. They shall be stoned 

with stones; their blood shall be upon them.” We would do well to associate Leviticus 19:31 with 

the dead, in light also of Deuteronomy 18:11. There Moses prohibited anyone among Israel 

being “a charmer or a medium [ʾōwb] or a necromancer [yiddĕʿōnî] or one who inquires of the 

dead.” 

From all these passages we learn at least two things: both that Israel is being warned against 

a particular Canaanite wickedness (Deut. 18:9), and that the words “medium” [ʾōwb] and 

“necromancer” [yiddĕʿōnî] place us in the realm of inquiring from the dead. In fact, 

Deuteronomy 18:11 explicitly mentions “the dead.” 

How this inquiring from the dead was done is unknown. The word for “medium” is feminine 

and for necromancer is masculine, so was it perhaps assumed that the former referred to the 

involvement of women and the latter the involvement of men? According to Leviticus 20:27, 

these could be men or women. Or is Scripture simply adopting pagan language here, such that in 

so doing, Scripture would not be claiming or teaching that such a medium or necromancer were 

at all dealing with realities? This latter seems to be the case. The Hebrew word for necromancer 

is etymologically related to the verb for “know” (yādaʿ). According to Canaanite superstition, 

the word for “necromancer” suggests that the dead knew a lot and therefore could be consulted 

by the living, whereas Holy Scripture explicitly denies this by teaching that the dead know 

nothing (Eccl. 9:5). 

By now our readers will naturally have thought of today’s spiritist séances, whereby 

interaction occurs between the living and the dead. Is such a Canaanite spiritist séance being 

described for us in 1 Samuel 28? 

There we read that Saul told his servants: “Seek out for me a woman who is a medium 

[baʿălat-ʾōwb], that I may go to her and inquire of her.” There was such a woman left in Endor. 

When he came to her, the king said: “Divine for me by a spirit and bring up for me whomever I 

shall name to you.” This was a roundabout way of talking. But Saul did not want to mention the 

name of Samuel directly, in order not to make the woman even more suspicious. For she was 

already suspicious. We read, “When the woman saw Samuel, she cried out with a loud voice. 

And the woman said to Saul, ‘Why have you deceived me? You are Saul.’” The king put her at 

ease, and when he asked what she saw, she explained further by saying: “I see a god [ʾĕlōhîm] 

coming up out of the earth.” Here the word ʾĕlōhîm would not have the meaning of a 

supernatural being (NASB: divine being; TNIV: ghostly figure), for this word is what the woman 

customarily used on occasions like this. Here ʾĕlōhîm would mean government person, judge, as 

in Exodus 21:6, 22:8, 28 (Masoretic text: 7, 27), and 1 Samuel 2:25. This time, the woman did 

really see someone, in particular, a very prominent figure. Someone resembling a real magistrate 



official. Enough to frighten her, especially given that she was practicing something that had been 

strictly forbidden in Israel. When at Saul’s request she described the figure more extensively, he 

mentioned that the apparition was clothed in a robe (mĕʿîl), or the garment of a prominent 

person. 

Next it appears that a conversation occurred between Samuel and Saul. A face to face 

conversation. In this connection we read nothing about the mediation of the woman. In that 

conversation, Samuel continued speaking entirely as a dead person (vv. 15, 19). And that, when 

according to Scripture, the dead know nothing and no longer share in this life. 

Therefore we believe that in 1 Samuel 28, what is being reported is no ordinary case of 

Canaanite consultation of the dead. That was nothing but deceit. Just as deceitful as sorcery, of 

which Ezekiel accused the prophets of Judah (Ezek. 13:6–7). But in 1 Samuel 28 we are not 

dealing with pure deceit. At first, to be sure. But the woman was really frightened later. And the 

conversation between Samuel and Saul was face to face, something made possible either by 

means of Samuel temporarily and really coming back to life, or by means of God providing a 

vision to both the woman and Saul. The former option doesn’t seem to fit with the actual 

speaking of Samuel: “Therefore tomorrow you and your sons will be with me.” With this 

language, Samuel was not counting himself among the living, but among the dead. This leaves us 

with the second option. Just as occasionally we see and hear dead people in our dreams as though 

they were alive, in the same way Saul and the woman must have observed a shared visionary 

appearance of the deceased Samuel. In a terribly strict manner God then punished Saul’s sin of 

forsaking God. When he had ultimately sunk so deeply along that path of forsaking God, such 

that he had fallen to the level of Canaanite spiritism, then certainly on that detestable path God 

did not preach the gospel (unto repentance) to him, but announced nothing but punishment. 

Death itself! Just as Leviticus 20 will do as well. Death without pardon (cf. 1 Chron. 10:13–14). 

 

Practice obedience and justice (Lev. 19:32–36) 

 

Just like the preceding three sections, so too the following three portions belong together. All 

three are related to the Fifth Commandment. 

1. Respect your parents (19:32)! 

2. Love the sojourner (19:33–34)! 

3. Be honest in jurisprudence and business (19:35–36)! 

 

1. Respect your parents (19:32)! 

 

When in Deuteronomy 16:17 Moses begins with an excursus about the Fifth Commandment, 

he does not open with saying this or that about our obligations as children toward our parents. 

Those parents are not mentioned at all. But Moses jumps into the subject with a command about 

appointing judges. For that too involves the Fifth Commandment. Respect for governments, 

including for judges. 

In the conclusion of Leviticus 19, that also speaks about matters touching on the Fifth 

Commandment, the parents are not mentioned either. Older people are referred to, perhaps also 

governments and judges. For instead of translating it, “fear for your God,” we could render it, 

“fear for your judges.” Here again we have the word ʾĕlōhîm, with the meaning of “government” 

and “judge” that we have encountered earlier. In that case, we would render it this way: “You 

must stand up before old age, respect an old person and fear your judges. I am Yahweh.” 



To be sure, old age does not always represent wisdom. Not every old person in Israel would 

be equipped for governing and judicial matters. But leadership and order are nevertheless usually 

the safest when done by older people. In Exodus 19:7, we saw how Moses was surrounded by a 

staff of elders. So then, even though not every older person is called to leadership and judicial 

service, gray hair does point in that direction, to the crown of government. When the word 

ʾĕlōhîm is translated here not with “judges” or something similar, but with the word “God,” then 

this command leads, by virtue of the outward appearance of the elderly in Israel, to remind the 

Israelites of Yahweh, who had tied to the commandment requiring obedience a long and blessed 

national existence in Canaan (Exod. 20:12). 

 

2. Love the sojourner (19:33–34)! 

 

As we have seen earlier, the Torah uses especially two words for “sojourner” or “foreigner”: 

gēr and nokrî. The former person lived permanently among Israel, the latter only temporarily. 

Naturally people came into more contact with the former. That is the one mentioned here: “When 

a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. The stranger who resides 

with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you 

were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the LORD your God.” 

Notice how frequently this appears in the Torah. Israel is repeatedly reminded of her own 

time of sojourning in Egypt. So Israel could know how such a person felt (Exod. 23:9). And how 

he was often harassed, like someone with no rights. So that Ruth was surprised by her good 

treatment at the hands of Boaz. 

That is what this warning seeks to oppose: violating rights. 

Earlier Israel was commanded to leave behind some of the grain or fruit in the field or 

vineyard that was being harvested for the sojourner. That involved a donation, a gift. 

But here Yahweh is opposing oppression, violating justice. Like cowards dare to do, against 

those who are weak, against widows and orphans. And sojourners. Often the latter are mentioned 

in the same breath, and we are told that Yahweh curses the man who “distorts” justice due to 

such defenseless people (Deut. 27:19). Yahweh will “execute justice” for them (Deut. 10:18). 

 

3. Be honest in jurisprudence and business (19:35–36)! 

 

First, then, attention was directed to young people and subordinates. You must show respect 

to those clothed with authority (v. 32). 

Then a warning is given against violating justice. The example of those who are defenseless, 

those whom one can assault most easily and without being punished, was that of the sojourner. 

But the final word is spoken to superiors. To those who are leaders in jurisprudence or in 

business. Little wonder that those two are grouped together. Not only because many issues are 

made to depend on the judge, by virtue of quarreling on account of differences in business life, 

but also because there is a certain correspondence between the judge’s bench and the merchant’s 

counter. Both have a scale. So then, things must be weighed honestly. Literally and figuratively. 

 

You can sense the inner connection of these last passages. All three involve respect for 

justice, both toward those through whom and toward those before whom this ought to be 

maintained. Here again, each passage is underscored with the confession and warning: I am 

Yahweh. 



 

Did God issue this summons for respecting justice to Israel especially with a view to her 

future dwelling in the land of Canaan? With a view to certain juridical abuses among the 

Canaanites? We simply don’t know. No single concrete datum has come to us regarding the 

Canaanite judicial system, so that comparison with the ancient Israelite system is very difficult. 

We have no access to Canaanite law codes, as we do with respect to the Babylonians, Assyrians, 

etc. But wherever the Canaanite substratum shines through the covering of Israel’s history now 

and then, there we do see abominable injustice. For example, Abimelech, king of Shechem, the 

seat of Baal-berith, slaughtered his seventy brothers (Judges 9). And Ahab learned from Jezebel, 

the daughter of the Phoenician king, how a king in Israel should exercise his governing authority. 

That is what poor Naboth and his sons discovered (1 Kings 21; 2 Kings 9:26). 

The concluding verse of Leviticus 19 makes us reflect as well (v. 37). That conclusion of the 

large unit of Leviticus 18–19 points back, as we indicated earlier, to the warning against 

Canaanites manners in Leviticus 19:1–5. In opposition Yahweh posited the demand: “You shall 

observe my laws and decrees.” Taken together, all of this leads us not to harbor high hopes 

regarding the moral quality of Canaanite rules of justice, which might yet be discovered. 

 

Leviticus 20 

 

Like the wrapping around a box, Leviticus 20 fits around Leviticus 18–19. Both of those 

chapters reach their climactic conclusion here. Here the sentence is pronounced for the terrible 

sins mentioned in those chapters. Pointedly pronounced. No other punishment is discussed here 

other than capital punishment. And the method of punishment is always stoning. A few times, 

burning. But always death. Real death. Because any compromise with Canaanitism was 

impossible. 

Some think that Leviticus 20 fits only with Leviticus 18, and that Leviticus 19 fell entirely 

between the cracks. But the people were not seeing Leviticus 19 very clearly. This chapter has 

the same scope as Leviticus 18, except that its pronouncements are less symbolic and more 

positive. Because Leviticus 20 is also less symbolic, however, but strongly negative—death! put 

to death!—it gives the appearance of being a suitable counterpart of Leviticus 18. But that is an 

optical illusion. If you take time to reflect on the character and goal of Leviticus 19, you will 

gladly acknowledge its legitimate place where we find it in Scripture. 

By itself, Leviticus 20 is not longwinded. That characterization applies not just to the 

definitive rejection of any compatibility between water and fire. Nor to the constantly repeated 

sentence of death. 

This section consists of three parts, which we would entitle as follows: 

1. First of all: no pardon for those guilty of sacrificing to Molech and consulting the dead 

(Lev. 20:1–7). 

2. Main section: death for all Canaanite uncleanness (Lev. 20:8–21)! 

3. Closing declaration: So then, be separate (Lev. 20:22–26)! 

 

1. First of all: no pardon for those guilty of sacrificing to Molech and consulting the dead (Lev. 

20:1–7). 

 

This introduction is organized somewhat different than we might be inclined to do it. 

According to the custom of the Torah, the discussion begins at the top level. The worst is placed 



first. For what could be worse than that Israel would sacrifice their children to Molech, no matter 

how that may have happened, whether they were alive or dead? What was worse than if this 

people of Yahweh, people of life, mind you, were to inquire of the dead? For these are the two 

subjects that are discussed first. 

 

a. Concerning those who are guilty of sacrificing to Molech (vv. 1–5) 

 

From the way in which the actual content of this section begins, in verse 2, you can see that it 

is closely connected to the preceding. In the preceding chapters, this or that sin was identified, 

but that was not sufficient. Now the punishment on all this wickedness had to be discussed. 

Therefore we should read the beginning of verse 2 this way: “Moreover, you shall say to the 

Israelites.” That is the line of verses 2–5. 

Verse 2: “Any man from the sons of Israel or from the aliens sojourning in Israel who gives 

any of his offspring to Molech, shall surely be put to death.” With this the rule is firmly 

established and the punishment is stipulated. Such a thing may absolutely not be tolerated among 

Israel. “The people of the land,” i.e., everyone who had any influence in the matter (2 Kings 

11:18–20), even though he might not be a priest, will see to it that the guilty party is stoned. 

Verse 3 is discussing the situation, however, where this wickedness occurs in secret. That 

could happen with very small children. In that situation, Yahweh himself will find the guilty 

party. The word “I” that is often left unmentioned in the Hebrew, is used here, in a position of 

prominence in the sentence. “I will also [in those situations not discovered by others] set My 

face against that man and will cut him off from among his people [by means, for example, of 

sickness or accident], because he has given some of his offspring to Molech, so as to defile My 

sanctuary [by, of all things, still participating in a sacrifice meal as a murderer] and to profane 

My holy name [if it came out later, people might suppose that Yahweh and Molech stood on the 

same line or were actually the same deities].” 

Verses 4–5. But what if the sin was known, but nobody did anything about it? Then Yahweh 

was also powerful enough to go after the guilty party. And his entire family, who had remained 

silent about the wickedness, would be included. For here something had occurred that a married 

man could no more tolerate in his marriage, than if his wife were to consort with another man. 

Adultery. Harlotry. That’s the word used here. The background of the way of speaking is the 

covenant that Yahweh had established with Israel at Horeb. At that time, he had taken this people 

as his bride, his wife, as it were, and therefore the evil that Israel would be committing by 

surrendering to the service of one or more idols, was equivalent to the harlotry of a married 

woman (zānâ). We encounter this expression, “whoring after,” frequently in the Old Testament, 

beginning already in the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 34:15). From this expression we can learn 

that the covenant of Yahweh is and remains the starting point, even in connection with the 

admonitions and punishments of those who totally neglect that covenant. But God did not 

neglect that covenant. He calls their sin here “adulterous, harlotry, running after idols.” In 

addition, what contributed to exactly this characterization was the fact that the religion of the 

Canaanites, as we have seen, bore such a hyper-sexualized character. That verdict of “whoring 

after” was thoroughly deserved. 

 

b. Concerning those who are guilty of inquiring of the dead (vv. 6–7) 

 



“As for the person who turns to mediums and to spiritists, to play the harlot after them, I will 

also set My face against that person and will cut him off from among his people. You shall 

consecrate yourselves therefore and be holy, for I am the LORD your God.” 

Once again we have the issue of consulting mediums and spiritists, something condemned 

here as harlotry, committing adultery. That inquiring of the dead is seen as belonging to that 

complex of despicably unclean Canaanite religion! 

Just like sacrificing a little child to Molech—in the cemetery at Gezer, various jars have been 

found with half-burned skeletons of babies—so this inquiring of the dead, if this were done by 

Israelites, would have happened secretly. But here we read that Yahweh would know where to 

find those who committed such wickedness. 

Here we would insert a few comments about the last verse of our chapter, verse 27. As we 

mentioned earlier, it says: “Now a man or a woman who is a medium or a spiritist shall surely be 

put to death. They shall be stoned with stones, their bloodguiltiness is upon them.” 

The difference between verse 6 and verse 27 is this, that verse 27 talks about people who are 

consulted, like the woman in Endor, for example, but verse 6 talks about people who go to such 

sources for advice, like king Saul. Both kinds of people must be put to death. 

(Perhaps this latter verse was moved. Originally it could have been near verse 6, but a copyist 

may have initially overlooked it and later put it at the end of the chapter.) 

Finally, the purpose of this introduction is expressed once more, in the words: “You shall 

consecrate yourselves therefore and be holy, for I am the LORD your God [or: I, Yahweh, am 

your God]” (v. 7). 

We remember reading these verses earlier. That was at the end of Leviticus 11, in connection 

with unclean animals. A chapter full of symbolic instruction, whereby God impressed upon his 

ancient people: Make a separation! And we found these words also at the beginning of Leviticus 

19, at the beginning of a chapter containing partly symbolic and partly straightforward 

instruction. 

Here we encounter them once again, as the conclusion of this introduction pertaining to 

serving Molech and inquiring of the dead. When we compare these three passages, we are 

confirmed in our conviction that in Leviticus, in various ways, both with and without symbolism, 

God has given his people a harness of strongly relevant Torah, in order to arm Israel against the 

unspeakably dangerous paganism that she would encounter in Canaan. 

 

2. Main section: death for all Canaanite uncleanness (Lev. 20:8–21)! 

 

Prelude: vv. 8–9 

 

Verse 8. Now comes an entire series of punishments, all of them capital punishments. For 

there is no possible compromise with, or adopting of, anything that smells like Canaanite 

uncleanness. Israel will have to observe the laws and decrees of Yahweh (18:5). Period. 

Therefore yet one more reminder of that is given first. In verse 8: “You shall keep My statutes 

and practice them; I am the LORD your Sanctifier.” 

We translated that last word as we did—your Sanctifier—in order that it would stand out. We 

must see clearly God’s point of departure. His own historical work of redemption. At Horeb he 

gave Israel a place alongside himself. He thereby sanctified her. He placed her on the elevated 

level of the Horeb covenant. And that was a unique privilege. But for any reckless despising and 



transgressing of that privilege, there obviously was no pardon. This is why the familiar line is 

repeated once more: Continue walking in my laws!! 

Verse 9. Therefore here as well we have first a reminder of the obligation to obey, provided 

to those in Israel who gave the initial instruction in the laws of Yahweh. To father and mother. 

“If there is anyone who curses his father or his mother, he shall surely be put to death; he has 

cursed his father or his mother, his bloodguiltiness is upon him.” 

The word for “curse” in Hebrew can refer to the opposite of “honor” that we have in the Fifth 

Commandment. It means to “think light of” something or someone, to not ascribe weight or 

significance to something or someone, to mock, and thus to curse, someone. Abandoning the 

service of Yahweh naturally begins not directly with cursing one’s parents, though it can lead to 

that, but it begins by ignoring the teaching and practice given at home. A person disregards the 

properly instructive guidance of father and mother. Later the instruction about the “Sabbaths” is 

also denigrated (19:3). And eventually . . . the way back to Canaanitism has been paved. 

We would have preferred it if people would not be surprised that the text here “suddenly” 

speaks about father and mother. That is not happening “suddenly.” Nor did it in 19:3. Without 

genuinely Christian families, the church has no future. The parents must make known to their 

children God’s faithfulness (Isa. 38:19). That “law” may not be set aside, whether in a friendly or 

an unfriendly manner, by various agencies or institutions that take over this task of the parents, to 

say nothing of taking it away from parents. In Leviticus 19:3 God mentions those parent before 

he talks about “the Sabbaths,” and here in Leviticus 20:9 he mentions only the parents. 

 

The punishments: vv. 10–21 

 

In Leviticus 20:10, men and women who committed adultery had to be put to death. There 

was no pardon for this, unlike among other nations. The addition that someone committed 

adultery “with another man’s wife,” can be intended as a way of emphasizing the cowardly 

nature of adultery. One deals more or less confidentially with another person, meanwhile 

committing adultery with his wife. Just so we don’t deduce from this addition what appeared 

among the rabbis, namely, that therefore the marriage of a Gentile man and a Gentile woman was 

actually not a marriage. Marriage was instituted by God already in Paradise, and therefore, when 

it is entered by a man and a woman, it does not become a marriage for the first time through 

what a third party thinks may be required—for example, with or without a sacramental bestowal 

of a “marriage blessing.” There is to be no despising of creation. 

Leviticus 20:11: anyone who has had sexual relations with the wife of his father—mentioned 

also in 18:8—must be put to death. 

Leviticus 20:12: anyone who has had sexual relations with his daughter-in-law (see 18:15) 

must be put to death. 

Leviticus 20:13: anyone who has been guilty of homosexual intercourse must be put to death, 

as well as the person with whom this sodomy was committed (see 18:22). 

Leviticus 20:14: what is in view here is the case discussed in 18:17, namely, where someone 

takes a wife and also her daughter whom she received from a previous marriage. All three must 

be put to death, the man and both women. Moreover, they must be burned. Surely on account of 

the abominable and wicked character of the evil that was committed. For the more customary 

punishment was stoning (20:1). But the burning had to be administered in special situations, as 

when the daughter of a priest had committed sexual immorality (Lev. 21:9). This punishment of 

burning was also not unknown in the ancient Near East (Gen. 38:24). 



Leviticus 20:15: alternate translation: “a man who gives the emission of his seed to an animal 

shall surely be put to death, and you shall put the animal to death.” Here the wickedness that was 

discussed in 18:23 is threatened with death. The next verse talks about this as well. 

Leviticus 20:16: “If a woman approaches any animal and lies with it, you shall kill the 

woman and the animal; they shall surely be put to death; their blood is upon them.” 

At first glance, one might suppose that this wickedness (bestiality) was punished with death 

among the pagans as well. Among the Hittites, the person who committed sexual immorality 

with an ox, sheep, pig, or dog was put to death by the king. But this occurred only because those 

animals were consecrated to the deity. Sexual immorality with a horse or mule was not 

punishable. The matter was totally different with respect to the prohibitions that we find 

formulated in Scripture against bestiality (Exod. 22:19; Lev. 18:23; 20:15–16; Deut. 27:21). 

They would have been given chiefly with a view to certain perverse practices that appeared 

among the Canaanites as well. 

In Ugarit, for example, sexual intercourse with animals was not viewed as something to be 

rejected, as we see from the fact that Baal himself had intercourse with a heifer. In the religious 

texts of Ugarit this fact was celebrated, although people added that for this purpose Baal had 

altered himself into a bull. This cannot be said of his priests, who had turned this mythological 

fact into a ritual act. When the Bible emphatically forbids such acts, it adds, in so many words, 

that the Canaanites defile themselves by means of such conduct (Lev. 18:24). From all of this, 

we see that the Ugaritic texts show that in this respect, the Bible is all too correct. 

But why did the animals with which the sin had been committed have to be put to death as 

well? Not, of course, because there were equally culpable for the evil committed. That would 

never have been the reason why, according to Exodus 21:28, a bull that had gored someone to 

death had to be killed. The foolishness of thinking that an animal had to appear before the judge 

would arise only in later Europe, in the Middle Ages. The primary reason why such a bull had to 

be killed would not even have been to prevent more people from being killed by that bull. Why 

was the prescription added that the bull had to be stoned and its meat was not to be eaten? 

Similarly, here in Leviticus 20:15–16, we should not think that these animals, with which sexual 

immorality had been committed, share culpable and punishable responsibility for that. For Israel, 

who in the Torah had been reminded by so many symbols, that it was and must remain a people 

of life and purity, would have found these stipulations obvious. The animal in question was not 

hygienically, but symbolically, unclean. Israel was supposed to see a (symbolic) danger in 

everything that hinted at fellowship with death and uncleanness. On the other side of the 

boundary of the covenant with Yahweh there lurked paganism and decay. 

Leviticus 20:17: the man who has sexual intercourse with his sister, even if she is his half-

sister (see 18:9 and 11), is worthy of death. 

Leviticus 20:18: so too is the man who has sexual intercourse with a menstruating woman. If 

the Torah had intended to give Israel prescriptions of a medical nature, this would have been a 

suitable occasion to do so, since a menstruating woman, on account of her temporarily being 

unprotected, was exposed through intercourse to a serious risk of infection. But we read nothing 

about that. In this verse, where we find none of the symbolism that we find in Leviticus 15, the 

purpose remains to focus Israel’s attention on the danger of forsaking the covenant through 

contact with Canaanite practices. We need to ask how idolatrously people in Canaan thought 

about menstruation. 

Leviticus 20:19: the man who has sexual intercourse with his aunt, i.e., the sister of his 

mother or the sister of his father, is worthy of death (18:12–13). 



Leviticus 20:20: similarly, the man who has sexual intercourse with his aunt, i.e., the wife of 

his uncle. 

When we try to comprehend the possibilities that existed in a society in which people 

married far younger than today, and in which polygamy was common, then we understand how 

easily it could happen that someone who was just as old as his uncle, as far as age was 

concerned, could easily marry his widow. But in Israel God would not bless such marriages with 

children; on the contrary, “they will die childless.” 

Leviticus 20:21: in Israel, marriage was also forbidden between a man and his sister-in-law, 

the wife of his deceased brother (18:18). God did not want to make use of such marriages for 

expanding his ancient church; on the contrary, “they will die childless.” 

 

3. Closing declaration: So then, be separate (Lev. 20:22–26)! 

 

A few comments about the last verse. 

That verse in which capital punishment was required for someone who married the widow of 

his deceased brother. Parenthetically, perhaps there is such a person among our readers. What a 

burden he has perhaps carried when he read this verse in the Bible. Was he then worthy of death? 

Or do those decrees of Leviticus 20 no longer apply today? 

In answering these and similar questions, you need to turn to Leviticus 20 itself. Especially to 

the concluding verses, verses 22–26. There we are supplied with a key with which we can open 

the lock very easily, the lock of the container that in many respects was artfully constructed, 

holding the preceding chapters of Leviticus. A container inlaid with beautiful pieces of 

symbolism. We cannot advise our readers strongly enough to read those verses carefully. Here 

they are: 

 

“You shall therefore keep all my statutes and all my rules and do them, that the land where I 

am bringing you to live may not vomit you out. And you shall not walk in the customs of the 

nation that I am driving out before you, for they did all these things, and therefore I detested 

them [recall what God had said already to Abraham, Gen. 15:16b, and how he punished 

Sodom already in Abraham’s day, Gen. 18:20; 19:24–25]. But I have said to you, ‘You shall 

inherit their land, and I will give it to you to possess, a land flowing with milk and honey.’ I 

am the LORD your God, who has separated you from the peoples. You shall therefore 

separate the clean beast from the unclean, and the unclean bird from the clean. You shall not 

make yourselves detestable by beast or by bird or by anything with which the ground crawls, 

which I have set apart for you to hold unclean. You shall be holy to me, for I the LORD am 

holy and have separated you from the peoples, that you should be mine.” 

 

In these verses, we receive, so to speak, a user manual for chapters 18–20. Actually, for all of 

Leviticus 11–20, to which not one chapter belongs—including the chapter about the Great Day 

of Atonement—that does not have in its background the dark shadow of paganism. 

In these verses our attention is drawn to the light that God has placed behind those 

commandments given in both symbolic and non-symbolic form, whereby he warned Israel about 

Canaan. Through this light, those commandments become transparent and God’s purpose with 

those chapters becomes evident. God has placed, as it were, flags and caution signs all across the 

landscape of Israel’s life, all of them to remind Israel of God’s Horeb covenant. Pay attention as 

to how, in addition, God reminds Israel repeatedly by means of such words as: “I am Yahweh” 



or “I am Yahweh your God” or “I, Yahweh, am your God.” This reminder is repeated 

innumerable times. 

Moreover, in the preceding discussion, we have seen as well that these chapters, with their 

commandments and symbols, do not in any way stand independently in the Torah. Recall that 

Israel was reminded of God’s commandments by means of particular buttons or tassels on their 

clothes, along with a dark blue thread woven into them. And also by means of the command 

regarding emptying a bird’s nest not to remove the mother bird along with the eggs or hatchlings. 

All of these were means designed to lead Israel to observe Yahweh’s (Horeb) covenant and 

(ten) words as her highest treasure. That is what all of this was about. 

 

If we don’t lose sight of the lesson contained in the concluding verses of Leviticus 20, then 

we too will obtain light on the questions people ask about those “forbidden degrees of kinship in 

Leviticus when it comes to marriage.” Do these apply to us as well? Let’s remember first of all: 

in Leviticus 18–20 no regulations for marriage are being given. In those chapters we find 

warnings against various kinds of Canaanite wickedness, including sexual wickedness. But God 

was not describing in broad strokes the various degrees of kinship allowed, nor the allowance of 

people to be married. In various passages nothing is being said about marriage, but about various 

disgusting, disordered expression of sexual urges. And in other passages, not even that is in 

view, but rather things like inquiring of the dead. 

Therefore, it is so regrettable that people have understood these chapters far too much in 

terms of their “sound,” without first reading them in their context. How ignorant and uninformed 

people have been in arbitrarily carving out from these chapters a number of prohibitions and 

admonitions in the sexual realm, and laying upon the church of the New Covenant one, two, or 

three ironclad ecclesiastical rules. And then people added even more regulations about 

“impedimenta” or hindrances to marriage—such as: A could not marry B without receiving 

dispensation from on high, if A was a child of parents who had been the godparents of B and had 

presented B for baptism, for then A and B were “family” of each other—at that point the 

domination of the church was established for people’s good, but it worked with the fatal 

misunderstanding that Leviticus contained a list of degrees of kinship that obstructed marriage. 

That foolish misunderstanding must be eliminated first. 

Leviticus 18–20 is not providing marriage regulations, but is forbidding Canaanitism. In this 

context God was including sexual crimes as well. And in this context, in order to warn his people 

not to go over the line, he also prohibited things about which we today might almost say: “Was 

that necessary?” For example, sodomy and bestiality, and that a man may not have sexual 

intercourse with his daughter or his mother or with someone who had been married to his 

deceased father. Thanks to the knowledge of God and of his commandments that had been 

transmitted down through the centuries, pagans too were disgusted by such things (Rom. 1–2; 1 

Cor. 5), even though this was more evident among one nation than another, as a result of the 

suppression by many people of the transmitted truth of God (Rom. 1:18, 21, 23, 25). Several 

times God also prohibited something in Israel about which we, for another reason, might say: 

“Was that really necessary?” For example, that someone was not allowed to marry the widow of 

his deceased brother (20:21). Today such marriages are entered among us without anyone raising 

a credible objection. And properly so, for this prohibition was not absolute even among Israel, as 

we see from the obligation that a man was required to marry the childless surviving widow of his 

brother (Deut. 25:5–10). The reason why God prohibited such marriages among Israel should be 

explained on the basis of his concern that if his people were able to cross that relatively low 



threshold easily, then perhaps they would not have hesitated to cross an explicitly high threshold. 

Therefore we see that strictness, also with respect to a levirate marriage, always with the purpose 

of focusing Israel’s attention on the boundary between life and death, between the people of 

Yahweh and the nations of Canaan. Be careful for intermingling. Already in terms of boundary 

situations that in themselves are innocent. Follow the certain rather than the uncertain. Don’t take 

one step toward the edge. 

This warrant has fallen away today. 

 

Of course our chapters, Leviticus 18–20, retain their teaching for the New Testament church 

as well. For us they continue as part of Holy Scripture that is able to make us wise unto salvation 

(2 Tim. 3:14–17). With this instruction, God intended to warn the Israelites against intermingling 

with the godless world of that time; and God commanded Israel to exercise great caution about 

that. And this warning has lost none of its power for the New Testament church. On the contrary, 

it applies to us all the more, since we have received a covenant that is so much better, of which 

Jesus has become the Surety (Heb. 7–10). Listen to the apostles warn in their epistles against the 

impurities of pagan life (Gal. 5; Eph. 4–5; Col. 3; 1 Pet. 4; etc.). Our apostasy will be even more 

deserving of punishment. 

 

If only medieval Christianity had not been so foolish by immersing itself in endless 

stipulations pertaining to marriage impediments, supposedly formulated in the spirit of Leviticus, 

while at the same time the church doors were opened wide for various pagan teaching and pagan 

practices. In fact, is our modern Christianity so careful that in its contact with the godless world, 

it prefers to choose the certain rather than the uncertain? That would surely have been according 

to the Spirit of Leviticus and according to the Spirit of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ. Be 

careful! No pagan lifestyle! Be careful of every movement leading toward the edge! For 

example, wicked conversations, not to mention wicked books and movies, corrupt good morals. 

With this difference: today God’s Spirit no longer employs former means of instruction with 

respect to the (adult!) New Testament church. Today we must suffice with his Word, together 

with baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

 

 

  



Chapter 25 

 

Keeping priests and sacrificial gifts holy (Lev. 21–22) 

 

 

For everyone reading Leviticus 21–22, it is immediately clear that these two chapters form a 

kind of unit. There is variety. The first chapter focuses more on the priests, the second on the 

sacrificial gifts (and their use by priests and possibly by non-priests). But even though the former 

chapter focuses more on persons and the second more on things, both of them bring us into the 

sphere of the priesthood and the sanctuary. 

 

What the purpose of these chapters cannot be 

 

In these chapters we encounter things that are most remarkable, from which devoted Bible 

readers have perhaps often turned away in discouragement. What does all that mean, anyway? 

For example, that a priest may not be defiled by contact with death, even if the deceased were a 

member of his own extended family. Or that the high priest might not be defiled by contact with 

death, even that of his own father and mother. Indeed, that the high priest might not even marry a 

widow! Or that a priest’s son who was born with a deformity, or a priest that had been physically 

mutilated, might not serve at the altar. 

Some have pointed to the striking parallels between certain commandments for the Israelite 

priests and certain commands for pagan priests. 

To be sure, we cannot deny that among other nations, similar kinds of things were forbidden 

as with Israel. In Rome, a flamen dialis, or priest of Jupiter, was not allowed to marry a widow. 

The Romans followed the custom of placing a Cyprus bough in front of a house where a corpse 

was lying, out of fear that a priest might enter there. For he would thereby have become defiled. 

In Babylon, a priest’s son who had a respectable appearance and was sound in body, could 

appear before the gods Shamash and Adad, but not someone whose fingers had been amputated 

or who had been castrated. 

How are we to explain those undeniable similarities? 

It won’t do simply to assert that they were taken over. That would create even greater 

puzzles. If Israel inherited everything from their Babylonian ancestors, then how must we 

explain that Israel’s priests were explicitly forbidden to render their service in the sanctuary 

naked (see Exodus, 262–63), whereas there is good reason to believe that exactly the opposite 

was true for Babylonian priests, who seem to have been required to appear unclothed before their 

gods? And if Israel is supposed to have taken over everything from Egypt, then how must we 

explain that Egyptian priests had to have shaved heads, whereas this was strictly forbidden for 

Israelite priests? 

One could better explain such remarkable similarities that do exist from the fact that the 

Israelites were human beings just like the pagans, and they were Eastern people just like the 

nations surrounding them. Thereby the symbolism in the Torah of Horeb must be showing traces 

of similarity with those regulations of other nations, specifically, other Eastern nations. In this 

way we don’t want to ignore for a moment the remnants of the original knowledge of God and 

his commandments that continued to exert influence, albeit in ways that were deformed, among 

the pagans in their religions. We have already spoken, in connection with the striking similarities 

between the religion of Israel and that of some pagans, of the “The Great Annexation” (see 



Exodus, 299–304). Subsequently we were able to recall that phenomenon in connection with our 

further discussion of the institutions of the Law. 

Nevertheless, such an explanation could not possibly be entirely satisfactory. It could lead us 

to suppose that at Horeb, God was looking at the Israelites like bothersome children who now 

also needed something to which their religious eye could look with enjoyment, lest otherwise 

they feel severely shortchanged when they looked at the nations surrounding them. With such an 

explanation, however, we cannot agree. For it would ignore especially the data regarding God’s 

positive purpose with Leviticus 21–22 that the book of Leviticus provides us. 

 

The place of Leviticus 21–22 

 

To understand God’s purpose with these chapters, we must first pay attention to the place 

where we find them in Holy Scripture. 

That place is after a series of chapters connected by the constant unified symbolic 

pedagogical theme. In those chapters we find persistent discussion of means whereby God 

wanted to remind his ancient church of the Horeb covenant that he had established with her. 

Israel had been placed upon a foundation that, as it were, was set off with a hedge of flags and 

banners on which had been written: Therefore make a separation! Be holy, for I, Yahweh, your 

God, am holy. 

We saw that anti-pagan theme everywhere. 

In Leviticus 11–15, dealing with the clean nation, who was to have no fellowship with 

paganism and death. 

In Leviticus 16 as well, dealing with the Great Day of Atonement. In the second goat, Israel’s 

purity was demonstrated in contrast to the world outside of Israel. Keep your hands off Israel! 

In Leviticus 17: be careful with the blood! Here too, the anti-pagan theme. 

In Leviticus 18–20: no pagan lifestyle! 

All of this applied, however, simply for all Israelites, because all of Israel had the calling to 

be a kingdom of priests before Yahweh (Exod. 19:6). 

So already for the foundation on which the Israelite pyramid rested in the middle of the sea 

of nations, the demand applied: “Be holy, for I am holy,” and to that demand every Israelite man 

and every Israelite woman was reminded in thousands of ways. 

But that symbolic-pedagogical line continues still further. 

That antithesis with paganism and corruption returns here, in Leviticus 21–22. Along with 

the accompanying demands. 

But here in Leviticus 21–22 both are strengthened. With an extra emphasis. For example, all 

Israelites had to see in death an image of paganism and corruption, and thus purify themselves 

after possible contact with a corpse. But priests were not allowed this contact except only within 

the immediate family. And the high priests not at all. 

 

The conclusion of Leviticus 21–22 

 

This thread that we see running through the preceding chapters (Lev. 11–20), as well as 

through these two (Lev. 21–22), is tied off at the end of Leviticus 22. In a certain sense. For even 

afterward, we find a kind of continuation. 

Something of this nature happened as well at the end of the preceding group of chapters, 

Leviticus 18–20. For there we read: “You shall therefore separate the clean beast from the 



unclean, and the unclean bird from the clean. You shall not make yourselves detestable by beast 

or by bird or by anything with which the ground crawls, which I have set apart for you to hold 

unclean. You shall be holy to me, for I the LORD am holy and have separated you from the 

peoples, that you should be mine”  

(20:25–26). That conclusion provided opportunity for very important commentary. 

Well, the same sound echoes from the conclusion of these two priestly chapters of Leviticus 

21–22. “So you shall keep my commandments and do them: I am the LORD. And you shall not 

profane my holy name, that I may be sanctified among the people of Israel. I am the LORD who 

sanctifies you, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God: I am the LORD” (22:31–

33). 

 

“You shall not profane my holy name.” 

The reference to God’s name must be understood to refer to familiarity with his 

accomplishments, with his great deeds. Where else had God performed greater miracles than in 

Egypt? And for what purpose had he performed them? Pay careful attention to this. The deepest 

reason why Yahweh delivered Israel from Egypt was this: because just as in Paradise, he wanted 

to enjoy concourse and fellowship with people. Toward that goal, the tabernacle construction 

was an important step. God wanted to dwell among his people Israel in a tent. That desire was 

the impulse lying behind God’s mighty deeds of deliverance. 

And how closely God’s name was tied to that tabernacle! 

And obviously to the tabernacle personnel as well. 

But what a reproach for God’s name, therefore, arose when the ministry of these tabernacle 

officiants did not proceed properly, the priests connected with that tabernacle. This explains why, 

at the conclusion of these two priestly chapters, we find the warning to all Israel to be on guard 

especially for that. In fact, repeated mention is made in these chapters of that name of God. That 

name was tied even more closely with the tabernacle and the priests than with all Israel. 

 

God’s purpose with Leviticus 21–22 

 

If now someone were to claim that Israel’s life, and especially that of the priests, was rather 

unenjoyable under all these regulations, then there would be some truth in that. As the apostle 

Paul said, while Israel was still a child, God “held her in custody under the law as a kind of 

protection,” “under guardians and trustees” (see Gal. 3:23; 4:2). But beware of infelicitous 

English translations of these verses that might give rise to mistaken ideas about the Law: the Law 

did not function as a jailor. By means of various regulations, God wanted first of all to instruct 

and assure the Israelites that they had been accepted as his children, and that despite all their sins 

and miseries, they were also permitted to continue in the path of the ministry of atonement 

conducted by the priests. For they had been given by God himself as mediators between him and 

the people. In various ways God guaranteed to the Israelites the reliability and veracity of his 

Horeb covenant. In this way, the Law of Horeb contained a beloved gospel! Fundamentally the 

very same gospel that is given to us today, although now without those regulations, because a 

better covenant has been granted to us today, of which Jesus has become the Surety. And 

because we received a High Priest who is not “beset with weakness” (cf. Heb. 7:28). We have 

spoken about this so often that we can be brief at this point. 

 

 



Contents and outline of Leviticus 21–22 

 

Although in these chapters, we find most prominently a discussion of regulations that the 

priest had to observe, they end with a conclusion in which God has all the Israelites in view. No 

wonder, for in that entire people, the priesthood found its meaning and reason for existence. 

Therefore we have entitled this chapter: Keeping priests and sacrificial gifts holy. 

It is also the case that in connection with those priests and sacrificial gifts, God’s name is 

repeatedly mentioned in these chapters. It would therefore have been more complete if we had 

formulated the theme of these chapters this way: You shall keep my name holy by keeping my 

priests and sacrificial gifts holy. But the clarity of such a chapter title would perhaps have been 

obscured by its length. 

 

This Scripture passage is not difficult to outline. In Leviticus 21 we read about the priests, 

and in Leviticus 22 about the sacrificial gifts. Here is the outline: 

 

1. Keeping my priests holy (Lev. 21) 

1.1 Defilements for which the priests must be on guard (21:1–15) 

1.1.1 The priests (21:1–9) 

1.1.2 The high priest (21:10–15) 

1.2 Physical defects whereby the priests were excluded from service (21:16–24) 

 

2. Keeping my sacrificial gifts holy (Lev. 22) 

2.1 Concerning their use (22:1–16) 

2.1.1 By priests (22:1–9) 

2.1.2 By non-priests (22:10–16) 

2.2 Concerning their donation (22:17–33) 

 

1. Keeping my priests holy (Lev. 21) 

 

1.1 Defilements for which the priests must be on guard (21:1–15) 

 

If you have read our commentary on Leviticus 11–15, you know how many different ways 

God instructed his ancient church regarding the very special foundation upon which he had 

placed her at Horeb. God wanted to remind Israel of that so-called apartheid as his chosen 

people. By means of a book filled with pictures, filled with visual instruction. That book was 

Israel’s everyday—and every night—life. For God laid claim to every possible thing in human 

life, in order thereby to warn Israel against forsaking the life-basis upon which he had placed her. 

For that purpose God placed his claim, for example, on the distinction between clean and 

unclean animals (Lev. 11), on the birth of children (Lev. 12), on the leprosy of people and houses 

(Lev. 13–14), on emissions of men and women (Lev. 15). All of these were letters and pictures 

in God’s book that was filled with visual instruction. And there was still more: clothing, 

Sabbaths. And still more. 

But if you followed all of this carefully, you will have observed that these two subjects 

played a very important role in connection with those innumerable warnings: (1) the contrast 

between death and life, and (2) what we customarily call sexuality, or sexual life. 



Well now, on these two main subjects, God’s commandments are focused both for the priests 

and for the high priest. Entirely in line with the method to which we have drawn attention earlier. 

The method of place the greater accent on something. This approach has become almost 

formulaic, so that we see the first half of Leviticus 21 constructed as follows: 

 

a. Commandments for the priests (21:1–9) 

 (1) Regarding defilement through death (21:1–6) 

 (2) Regarding defilement in terms of sexuality (21:7–9) 

b. Commandments for the high priest (21:10–15) 

 (1) Regarding defilement through death (21:10–12) 

 (2) Regarding defilement in terms of sexuality (21:13–15) 

 

1.1.1 Commandments for the priests (21:1–9) 

 

(1) Regarding defilement through death (21:1–6) 

 

These verses provide us with no great surprise. We have read earlier about Yahweh’s 

aversion toward death. We recall the obligation for purification prescribed for every ordinary 

Israelite who came into contact with a dead person, a dead animal, or even with certain live 

animals whose mode of existence involved them being at home in what was filthy and stank 

(Lev. 11). How much less would God be able to bear any defilement on the part of those who 

were allowed to approach him far more intimately than the people. In fact, we have seen earlier, 

on other occasions, that the priesthood and death formed an absolute opposition. For example, 

when we discussed the priestly garments, we observed at that point that the priest’s robe was not 

allowed to be made like our garments of nobility, consisting of various sections sewn together, 

but that it had to be woven as one piece. Something similar was prescribed in connection with 

the priestly headdress. This had to rest securely on the priest’s head. Tied to his head. Apparently 

to prevent it from falling off during his work. If it fell off, his head would be uncovered and this 

was a sign of mourning. We referred to this also in chapter 14, in connection with our discussion 

of the death of Nadab and Abihu. 

The following two commandments were given to the priests in Leviticus 21:1–6: 

 

(a) Priests may not grieve (vv. 1–4); and 

(b) Priests may certainly not grieve in a pagan manner (vv. 5–6). 

 

(a) Priests may not grieve (vv. 1–4) 

 

With such absoluteness this section begins. 

Moses had to address the priests emphatically—“Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and 

say to them”—that a priest may not defile himself for a dead person (nepheš) among his 

relatives. That is verse 1. Perhaps verse 4, the last verse of this section, originally had a similarly 

absolute reach. All the commentators agree that this sentence as it stands is difficult to 

understand. The difficulty disappears, however, if we accept that a copyist wrote baʿal rather 

than bĕ’êbel. If this is what happened, then verse 4 would have said: “He shall not defile himself 

by any grieving among his relatives and thereby profane himself.” 

That was the regulation. 



Yahweh’s priesthood and death were incompatible. Actually, that regulation applied for the 

ordinary priests as well. Later it would be placed definitively upon the high priest as an absolute 

prescription, since he was not permitted to be involved with anyone at all who was deceased. But 

for the ordinary priests, a few exceptions were permitted. An ordinary priest was permitted to be 

involved with a few instances of people who had died. But those would have to be of his nearest 

relatives. When the father or mother of a priest had died, he could mourn for them. Or for a son 

or daughter, for a brother or sister. At least if the sister was his full sister, instead of a half-sister, 

and as long as she was unmarried. 

These were the only exceptions. 

This hardly requires explanation. Yahweh was impressing upon all Israel that he was the God 

of life. Outside of the fellowship of the covenant with him there was only death. Among the 

pagans was only death. This explains God’s use of every possible opportunity and occasion 

when death occurs in human experience, in order to teach and remind Israel of her exalted 

privilege. This explains the rule that men like the sons of Aaron, who came near to God on 

Israel’s behalf with sacrificial offerings, were not allowed any contact with death at all. That 

spoke volumes. 

Nevertheless, Yahweh was also merciful. He knew how frail a creature such an ordinary 

priest was. For this reason, he granted him on rare and exceptional occasions the privilege of 

mourning the death of a loved one from among his immediate family. 

Was a priest permitted to grieve for his deceased wife? 

In our view, one need not be surprised that a priest’s own wife was not mentioned among 

those for whose death he was permitted to grieve (vv. 2–3). First, because the Israelite probably 

“heard” mention of her in the opening words introducing the exceptional cases in verse 2. The 

phrase, “except for his nearest kin,” (literally, “his nearest flesh” [šĕʾēr]) included close family 

members, like mother, sister, etc. (18:6). But another Hebrew word for “flesh” (bāśār) is 

occasionally used together with the other word (see 18:6), which Scripture uses to indicate the 

unity of husband and wife (Gen. 2:24). Secondly, we say in connection with our discussion of 

Leviticus 15:24 how in the practice of marital life, God proceeded on the basis of this unity 

between husband and wife as something that would have been most obvious. When a wife began 

to menstruate, if she and her husband were having sexual intercourse, not only what she unclean, 

but he was as well. And during the seven days. Thirdly, we read that God especially forbade the 

prophet Ezekiel to mourn over the death of his wife. Thus, this was apparently such a startling 

peculiarity that it could serve as a metaphor for the fall of Jerusalem, over which people were not 

to mourn later (Ezek. 24:15–27). 

The grieving of a priest over his deceased wife would have been a customary, natural matter. 

 

(b) Priests may certainly not grieve in a pagan manner (vv. 5–6) 

 

In these verses, the priests are forbidden to be guilty of following pagan mourning customs in 

their period of mourning. When we discussed Leviticus 19:27, we saw how some pagans 

mutilated themselves, driven to such acts by their fear of death. But for that very reason, such 

pagan manners were unsuitable for Israel. For Israel had nothing to do with death, and had 

nothing to fear from death, because Israel had been accepted as the chosen people of Yahweh, 

who had shown that he could overcome death. 

So then, what was unsuitable among the ordinary Israelites was naturally entirely unsuitable 

for the priests of Yahweh. That is what verse 6 says: “They shall be holy to their God and not 



profane the name of their God. For they offer the LORD’s food offerings, the bread of their God; 

therefore they shall be holy.” 

Let us take note of three things in this verse. 

First, notice God’s name. We observed that throughout Leviticus 21–22, that name of God is 

mentioned repeatedly. That is because the priesthood was so intimately connected to the 

sanctuary of Yahweh, the tabernacle, and because the name (the honor, the reputation and fame 

on the basis of his accomplished deeds of deliverance in Egypt, at the Red Sea, in the wilderness, 

etc.) was connected so closely with that tabernacle. For Yahweh had performed all those 

renowned deeds for the sake of Israel’s liberation and deliverance and sustenance, because, just 

as in Paradise, he wanted concourse and fellowship with people, he wanted to dwell in the midst 

of people (see Lev. 22:31–33). 

So then, what a reproach it would be for Yahweh if not only his ordinary people, but even his 

priests—the saints among the saints—would behave as if they had not been completely delivered 

from paganism with its strange fear of death. 

And we Christians must also see to it that people around us do not think that we are just as 

unbelieving as they. For we know much more about God’s name than ancient Israel. The God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has given us his beloved Son, who has conquered death and 

has brought life and immortality. No greater accomplishment has God performed until now than 

this (Eph. 1:19–21). 

Next we draw your attention to the phrase the LORD’s food offerings. Those were the 

qorbanim (from qereb) or gifts of Israel to Yahweh that were designated for the altar of fire, 

entirely or partially, bloody or non-bloody. Here we are told those who were permitted to place 

these gifts of the people on the altars were the priests. They were the qorbanim par excellence, 

the one who approached. Naturally, such people could not appear before God with pagan 

symbols of death on their head or on their body. 

Finally, these burnt offerings are called here the “bread” (leḥem) of their God. We 

commented earlier on this expression. This is what, for example, the showbread was called. The 

sacrifices brought into the forecourt were also identified this way. These fire offerings naturally 

were not called “food” for Yahweh in order thereby to express some kind of divine dependence 

on human activity, but to indicate how much he delighted in Israel bringing him those offerings, 

although he did not need them for himself. 

Just imagine that people, who were the only ones among Israel chosen to bring such gifts to 

their God in his sanctuary, had appeared before God during their period of mourning dressed like 

pagans. Trembling in fear of death. Would that not have been a mockery of the very name and 

reputation of Yahweh as the God of salvation and life for his Israel? 

Earlier we point out the significance that such Scripture passages still have for us. All the 

more since as Christians, we have all been appointed to fulfill a priestly task (1 Pet. 2:9). Of 

course, in periods of grieving we may indeed mourn, but we must not grieve as pagans do. 

Pagans and apostate Christians—these are people filled with fear of death, people filled with 

despair. They cannot see beyond the grave. But Christians ought to be those who confess the 

hope of eternal life that our Lord will grant us when, according to his promise, he comes to raise 

us on the last day. 

 

(2) Regarding defilement in terms of sexuality (21:7–9) 

 



Death is serious, but moral abuses can arise, of which we must say: this is even worse than 

death. We recall the urgent warning in chapters 18–20, against Canaanite immorality. As far as 

Israel was concerned, that had to lie on the same plane as death and corruption. 

In the verses that follow, we read of women “with some kind of issue,” probably an issue 

involving pagan immorality. That pagan element comes to mind first on account of the proximity 

of the preceding prohibition to the priests (vv. 5–6) not to be engaged in pagan grieving customs. 

But also in view of the content itself of these verses. 

A priest was not allowed to marry three kinds of women (v. 7). (Indeed, verse 8 is apparently 

saying that all Israel must see to it that he comes into no contact with them.) 

First, he may not marry an unchaste woman. In this instance we are dealing with a “public 

woman,” a harlot or prostitute. Perhaps this is referring to pagan prostitutes. 

Second, he may not marry a defiled woman, possibly referring to a girl like the one 

mentioned in Leviticus 19:29—a girl who, under pressure from, or at least with the approval of, 

her parents gave herself to so-called sacred prostitution. 

Third, he may not marry a divorced woman. She could naturally have been divorced unjustly, 

but even then, a priest was not to marry her. 

We would immediately add the stipulation of verse 9. If the priest’s daughter committed 

sexual immorality, she thereby defiled not only herself—here the same word for “defiled” is 

used as for a girl who is violated, mentioned in verse 9 and 19:29—but her father as well. It is 

possible that the stipulation had in view common unchastity. But seeing the anti-pagan scope in 

the preceding context, perhaps we should think of a priest’s daughter who brazenly gave herself 

to prostitution in an idolatrous Canaanite temple. Moreover, the wickedness would have to be 

punished symbolically, not by stoning, but by burning, just as in the case we read about in 20:14, 

where too we read of something just as brazen. 

Such conduct would blaspheme and profane the sacred ministry of such a priest. For he was 

offering up the food of Israel’s God. And the symbolic language would be obscured, the 

language spoken by the very existence of the priesthood, which rested on hereditary descent. We 

will discuss that language of symbolism below. 

 

1.1.2 Commandments for the high priest (21:10–15) 

 

The most emphatic regulations applied to the high priest. This does not surprise us. He was 

the priest among all the priests. He was the only one who was allowed to enter the most holy 

place. 

 

(1) Regarding defilement through death (21:10–12) 

 

It was the case that all of Israel was actually supposed to understand themselves to be the 

people of Yahweh. Israel was reminded of that in all kinds of ways, such as by tassels on the 

corners of their garments. But it was obvious that the emblems of those permitted to enter the 

tabernacle—that paradisal place with its symbolic preaching of life for Israel with Yahweh—

were even more imposing. The entire priestly wardrobe testified to that. We mentioned the 

priestly robe that was not to be made of parts sewn together, but woven as one piece. 

But the high priest’s garments took the cake. In addition to the usual priestly clothing, the 

high priest wore the dark blue outer robe. This too had to be woven, but in addition the neck had 

to be decorated with a seam. To prevent it from ripping. And to mention one more thing: a 



golden tassel had to be sewn on the headdress or headband of the high priest, on which the 

Hebrew words had been embroidered: “Holy to Yahweh.” 

It was evident that for this man, any and every form of contact with death was prohibited. As 

we saw, he was the priest who was actually anointed. This is being recalled here. “The priest 

who is chief among his brothers, on whose head the anointing oil is poured and who has been 

consecrated to wear the garments, shall not let the hair of his head hang loose nor tear his 

clothes” (v. 10). 

This high priest was never to appear with an uncovered head. Even something that was 

permitted to the priests by way of exception, mourning for their close relatives, was absolutely 

prohibited for the high priest. He was not to be defiled not even by touching his father or mother. 

When we read immediately thereafter in verse 12: “He shall not go out of the sanctuary, lest he 

profane the sanctuary of his God,” that regulation would surely have involved a particular 

mourning period for someone in the high priestly family who had died. This regulation entailed 

his entire lifetime. When someone in his immediate family died, then during the period when 

others were mourning and grieving, just to be sure that he didn’t become defiled, he was not 

allowed to leave the area of the tabernacle and forecourt. 

 

Why did things have to be this way? 

Some have said: Because the sacred ministry was under no circumstances to be interrupted. 

We believe that such a practical answer deserves consideration, even though Scripture does not 

supply this explanation here. It points to the unique privilege of the high priest, that he had been 

consecrated to his God by means of the oil of anointing. To this prohibition is added: I am 

Yahweh (v. 12). The following section, which runs parallel to this one, ends with the words: For 

I am Yahweh, who sanctifies him (v. 15). That too leads us to think of the embroidery on the 

golden tassel: Holy to Yahweh. 

Could the meaning of the absolute prohibition of the high priest’s grieving have been 

symbolic-pedagogical as well? As a lesson for all Israel? 

In the preceding context, we saw that Yahweh used the phenomenon of death frequently as a 

symbol of paganism that was disobedient toward him. Israel was being warned never to be 

engaged with that death, with that symbol of reprehensible paganism, indeed, for all that lurid 

outside world, the sphere of Satan and his evil spirits, as we express it nowadays. 

But that warning was given to the priests with much more force. 

And with absolute validity for him who represented the people to God and God to the people: 

the high priest. 

Israel must have heard such symbolic language in these commandments. Israel would have 

received not only instruction, but also the strengthening of faith thereby. Israel would have been 

led to the confession: as surely as our high priest may approach God on our behalf, so surely are 

we, despite all our sins and defects, the people of Yahweh, his holy people, destined not for 

death and corruption, but for eternal life with him. 

The high priest was, in our view, a walking sign and seal of the promise of Horeb: Israel, 

people of Yahweh. In a certain sense, all the priests were that already. But that is surely what the 

high priest was, completely and absolutely. 

 

(2) Regarding defilement in terms of sexuality (21:13–15) 

 



Anyone reading the following section should remember that we are dealing here with 

symbolism. Otherwise he might think that by stipulating that the high priest was never allowed to 

marry a widow, God was diminishing the pitiable women in comparison with others. And that is 

a definite falsehood. Recall how emphatically we are assured in Scripture that in general, God’s 

eyes look down with compassion upon the distressed and needy, but also that in particular he 

desires to be a Father to the orphans and a Judge for the widows (Exod. 22:22–24; Deut. 10:18; 

14:20; 16:11, 14; 24:19–21; 26:12; etc.). 

Rather, the purpose was that all Israel should hear and see that Israel was allowed to be, and 

was supposed to be, the holy people of Yahweh. Even the commandment forbidding the high 

priest from marrying a widow taught this. We must not infer from this command that God was 

more or less despising widows, but we must learn to see how highly God valued Israel holding 

faithfully to the covenant foundation to which he had elevated her at Horeb. 

For the sake of that lesson, he risked the tears of the widows. 

 

The high priest was prohibited from marrying the same three kinds of women as the priests 

were. A divorced woman, a woman who had been defiled (a young girl who had been raped, 

possibly one defiled through sacred prostitution), and a harlot. But before all these, the widow is 

mentioned (v. 14). This helps us understand the purpose of the regulation. For it had just 

discussed defilement through death. What follows next is defilement in the area of sexual 

relationships. The transition to that is formed by mentioning the widow. They head the list. Not 

because there was something wrong with the purity and honor of this woman, but because she 

had come into contact with death. For that reason she is listed first among the four prohibited 

kinds of women. Then came the other three—the divorced, defiled, and immoral women—

because each of these were also characterized in some way by death. And that was in flagrant 

contradiction of the symbolic language that was supposed to be spoken by the priestly class 

among Israel, according to God’s institution and purpose. Since whether one belonged to that 

priestly class depended on marriage or descent (Deut. 18:5), God absolutely prohibited the high 

priest from marrying any woman associated in any way with death. The high priest was 

permitted to marry only a pure virgin, naturally, one from Israel. That emphasis was included as 

well. Now we understand why. A pure Israelite girl was a picture of life, an image of all Israel 

among the pagan nations. A holy people. People of Yahweh, the holy God. 

 

1.2 Physical defects whereby the priests were excluded from service (21:16–24) 

 

After the preceding discussion, it will be immediately clear that the scope of this portion of 

Scripture—involving physical defects of priests—was also symbolic. 

Earlier we identified the striking similarity between the requirements the priests had to fulfill, 

and those established for the animals to be slaughtered. These also had to be without defect. Both 

the qorbanim, the gifts, as well as the qerobim, the ones who approached Yahweh with them to 

place them on the altar, had to be whole. Anything else would not have comported with the 

holiness of Yahweh. 

As we have already explained, not all qorbanim were designated for the altar. These included 

firstfruits and tithes, for the support of priests and Levites. 

We should note that priests who had defects were not permitted to participate in the ministry 

of the sacrifices, but they were not excluded from enjoying the “food” of Yahweh. They were 

allowed to eat from both portions, coming from the most holy place and the holy place (v. 22). 



Here we would take note of God’s gentleness. The son of a priest who was born with a deformity 

or who was no longer sound in body because of an accident, did not have to suffer deprivation. 

Our heavenly Father is merciful. He always has been. 

But no matter how lovely that last regulation may have been, the emphasis fell in this section 

of the Law upon God’s holiness. That divine perfection required that everyone who approached 

God as a “mediator” of his people, and that every gift brought to God, had to be whole and 

perfect. The New Testament directs us more than once to the fact that our Lord Jesus Christ 

fulfilled this divine requirement, both as Priest and as Lamb (Heb. 7:26; 10:14; 1 Pet. 1:19), and 

that his work is directed to the goal of presenting his church to the Father as a pure bride (2 Cor. 

11:2; Eph. 1:4; 5:27; Col. 1:22). 

 

2. Keeping my sacrificial gifts holy (Lev. 22) 

 

It was obvious that after specific commands regarding priests who were allowed to appear 

before God, some commands would follow regarding the gifts that Israel brought to Yahweh 

through the mediation of the priests. A portion of those gifts could be enjoyed by the priests 

themselves. That is the first topic, followed by bringing those gifts by the people. 

 

2.1 Concerning their use (22:1–16) 

 

Since in the priestly dwellings, other persons could be present who did not belong to the 

priestly family, we read first about the use of the sacred gifts by priests, and then by non-priests. 

 

2.1.1 By priests (22:1–9) 

 

As we just observed, not all of the gifts that the Israelites brought to Yahweh were burned on 

the altar. A large portion of them was designated for the priests. But these men were not 

permitted to use them at just any time. They were not allowed to eat of them while they were 

unclean for a time. In such a case, they had to suffice with food that was permitted for use by 

every ordinary Israelite. 

The reasons for such an inhibiting uncleanness whereby one of the priests (and this applied to 

his family members as well) was not allowed to eat from the gifts of the Israelites to Yahweh, the 

kinds that are mentioned are ones we have discussed before. For example, they were the same 

reasons that would have brought every ordinary Israelite into a situation of being unclean, into a 

situation of temporary uncleanness. This could be caused by leprosy or by contact with a 

creeping animal. In short, by one of all those reasons we investigated in chapters 16–19, dealing 

with Leviticus 11–15. Just as every ordinary Israelite was unclean until evening, and was 

obligated to purify himself, the same applied to everyone from the priestly families. 

This is being discussed in verses 1–7. 

 

To this, however, is added in verse 8 that someone from the priestly families was not 

permitted to defile himself by eating meat from a clean animal that had not been properly 

exsanguinated, because it had died naturally or had been torn apart by a wild animal. 

This prohibition applied to every ordinary Israelite as well, but when we discussed Leviticus 

17:15–16, we saw how the Law took into consideration—we almost wrote: had to take into 

consideration—the foolish members of the church. Not everyone possessed the desired capacity 



for discernment, and not everyone was prepared to submit wholeheartedly to God’s will, even 

though that could mean experiencing harm. This often explains laziness and concessiveness. But 

something similar was not supposed to occur in a priestly family. This explains why precisely 

this instruction had to appear in the Law. The priests were supposed to give a good example. In 

verse 9, they are reminded once more of their duty not to bring bloodguilt upon themselves or 

upon the people. 

 

2.1.2 By non-priests (22:10–16) 

 

This class of persons is discussed in verses 10–13. The theme of this portion is stated 

emphatically with the words that appear at the beginning and at the end: “No lay person shall eat 

anything that is holy.” 

Only the priests were allowed to eat of the most holy things, and do so exclusively in the 

holy place, but the holy things could be eaten by their family members, their wives and 

daughters. This included a slave of the priest, whether he belonged to the family through having 

been purchased, or born into the priest’s family through a female slave. A priest’s daughter who 

had lost her husband or had been divorced by her husband, and had therefore returned to her 

father’s house, was permitted to make use of the holy gifts. Unless she had children. Naturally 

we should understand that these were children fathered by a non-priest. Such a situation placed 

her family outside the priestly line. While her husband was alive—assuming, again, that he was 

not a priest—that was the case already. Only a priest’s daughter who had become a widow or had 

been divorced and had no children from a father who was not a priest, was allowed to recover the 

rights of her youth. Otherwise the enjoyment of what was holy was prohibited for her, just as for 

anyone who was staying temporarily in the house of the priest, and a day laborer. Such people 

were lay persons, strangers. 

This was the first stipulation, in verses 10–13. 

 

But what was to happen if such a lay person did eat of the holy gifts? Naturally, this would 

have been unintentional, without premeditation. Such a thing could easily occur in a priest’s 

home. But it was not permitted, and could not simply be ignored. First, what the person in 

question had taken had to be returned, and second, an additional one-fifth had to be paid as a 

fine. We recall encountering this one-fifth of a portion in the instruction regarding the guilt 

offering. 

This is stated explicitly in verse 14. People were not to play around with the symbolism of 

the Law of Yahweh. Its scope was too serious for that. All Israel was actually the holy people of 

Yahweh. Therefore the sacrificial gifts that this holy people gave to Yahweh, and which he in 

turn gave back to his priests (with their families, as far as the holy things were concerned), had to 

be kept holy. If something else were done with them, then such a disrespectful disregard would 

be charged to the people and the priests as sin. That is what we read in verses 15–16. These 

verses underscore the preceding one more time, just as verse 9 had done. 

The Law was indeed thoroughly evangelical, saturated with the gospel. But the disciplinary 

hand of the paedagogus (Gal. 3:24), which compelled scrupulous observance, was not absent for 

a moment. 

 

2.2 Concerning the gifts brought (22:17–33) 

 



Not everything that the Israelites brought to Yahweh ended up on the altar, as we have seen. 

Just the so-called burnt offerings. 

These burnt offerings were either bloody or non-bloody. Regarding the latter, the grain 

offering, nothing is said here. Therefore what is left is only the bloody sacrifices. 

As we know, these were four in number. Here the last two, the sin offering and the guilt 

offering, are not mentioned. That is natural, since the element of voluntariness was completely 

absent. In connection with these sacrifices, there was nothing to choose or to specify. For those 

offerings, everything was regulated. 

Two kinds of sacrifices remained, namely, the burnt offering and the peace offering. 

Regarding these sacrifices, God impressed the following instructions upon the heart of his 

people. 

 

2.2.1 Regarding the burnt offerings (vv. 17–20) 

 

Whereas there were numerous occasions when bringing a burnt offering was prescribed (for 

example, in combination with a guilt offering and a sin offering, when a cleansed leper was 

reinstated in the community, it could also happen that an Israelite wanted to bring a burnt 

offering to Yahweh entirely voluntarily. Even someone who had settled among Israel as a 

sojourner (a gēr) was allowed to do this. But then the same requirements had to be followed in 

connection with such a voluntary burnt offering as at other times. We need not repeat them. The 

reader will understand why the burnt offering was being brought up once more in this passage. 

On account of the voluntary element that could occasionally play a role in connection with it. 

 

2.2.2 Regarding the peace offerings (vv. 21–25) 

 

Actually the same absolute rule—nothing other than a perfect animal on the altar!—applied 

to the peace offering as well. But we saw earlier that the requirements for this sacrifice were 

somewhat lighter. First, for all three kinds of peace offerings (praise sacrifice, votive sacrifice, 

and voluntary sacrifice), a female animal was to be used. Next, it was permitted not only to eat 

the meat of a voluntary sacrifice (thus, the third kind) on the day it was slaughtered, but also on 

the following day. Finally, it was not allowed for a peace offering, not even for a voluntary peace 

offering, to use an animal that had any kind of defect, such as an injury. But if an animal had 

parts that were merely too long or too short, like ears, for example, then one was allowed to 

bring it as a voluntary peace offering. But that was the only exception; otherwise, no animal that 

had any defect or deformity could be sacrificed to Yahweh. 

 

In conclusion, the Israelites were given the following three very remarkable commands that 

they had to observe when bringing animals for sacrifice. It is striking that all these three 

prescriptions involved the issue of age. Let us look at the first and last prescriptions, and then the 

middle one. 

First prescription (vv. 26–27): Israel was not permitted to bring as a sacrifice to Yahweh any 

portion of livestock, either sheep or goat, before such an animal was seven days old. The reason 

for this was obvious. A newborn calf and newborn goat would not have met the requirement of 

being perfect and complete. Everyone understands this. Something similar appeared among the 

pagans. The Roman author Plinius tells us that young pigs had to be at least five days old, sheep 

and goats at least eight days old, and calves at least one month old. The Torah of Yahweh 



stipulated the minimum required age of a sacrificial animal to be at least seven days old. This fit 

with the symbolic significance of the number seven, the number of the covenant and of holiness 

(see Exodus, 198–99). 

Third prescription (vv. 29–30): When we discussed the peace offerings, we said that it was 

permitted to enjoy the meat of these sacrifices not only on the day of slaughter but also on the 

following day. Except if this peace offering was a praise sacrifice, whose meat had to be used 

only on the day it was slaughtered. Not later. Otherwise this would not have comported with the 

holiness of Yahweh. 

If we look now at all these prescriptions together, we observe that both of them emphasize—

in a symbolic manner—the holiness of Yahweh. Various means were employed to focus Israel’s 

attention on that, including these two commands. 

If we are correct in drawing this conclusion, then that will determine our choice among two 

explanations given about the middle prescription. 

Second prescription (v. 28): With this stipulation, Israel was not allowed, and the priests 

were to ensure this, to sacrifice a young animal on the same day that its mother was sacrificed. 

People explain this in two ways. 

The first interpretation assumes that here we find a similar prohibition as we find in the three 

Scripture passages that we discussed in our commentary on Exodus (118–19). There Israel was 

forbidden to boil a kid in its mother’s milk. Similarly, people suppose that our current passage is 

dealing with a strongly anti-Canaanite prohibition. 

But the second interpretation assumes that here we are dealing with a similar prohibition as 

that given to Israel in Deuteronomy 22:6–7. In that passage, Israel was prohibited from 

plundering a bird’s nest by taking the mother bird along with the eggs and baby birds. When we 

discussed that passage earlier in this commentary, we saw there one of the many symbolic-

pedagogical measures whereby Israel was reminded that she had been placed by Yahweh upon 

the holy foundation of the Horeb covenant, to which the Fifth Commandment also belonged. 

It is our judgment that the latter interpretation fits best in the series of the three concluding 

prescriptions. 

In fact, it fits with the refrain that concludes this portion involving the bringing of sacrifices 

by Israel: I am Yahweh (v. 30). 

Indeed, this interpretation fits within the entire context of Leviticus 21–22, in which the 

special character in verses 31–33 is underscored yet once more. We see how intimately God’s 

name was involved with everything that happened in connection with his sanctuary on the part of 

all Israel—with the gifts to be brought, and especially by the priests, through whose mediation 

these gifts were offered to Yahweh. 

Slaughtering a young sacrificial animal on the same day as its mother—one would have had 

to have been bereft of all sensitivity for symbolism if he did not understand that such an action 

would have sounded a discordant note in the harmonious music of Israel’s liturgy according to 

the Law of Horeb. 

 

 

  



Chapter 26 

 

Observe my Sabbaths! (Lev. 23–25) 

 

 

We are nearing the end of the book of Leviticus. A big book, full of regulations whereby God 

wanted to focus Israel’s attention on the foundation that he had laid beneath her society (her 

“world,” see Exodus, 304–11). The foundation of the Horeb covenant. 

We have been impressed with all the means he used for that purpose! 

What was left? What more could God do? 

 

The portion of Leviticus that we are discussing in this chapter, Leviticus 23–25, focuses our 

attention on an instructional means about which we have written very little so far. For the sake of 

observing his Horeb covenant, God also wanted to make use of days, weeks, months, and years, 

that he would be giving to his people Israel to enjoy. 

The key word of this portion of Scripture will be the word Sabbath (šabbat). And the key 

number will be the number seven. 

We have met the word šabbat before, in Leviticus 19:3b. When we discussed that verse, we 

took the opportunity to point out the character of Israel’s Sabbath days as genuine teaching days, 

instructional days, and we pointed ahead to the Scripture section that we are now discussing, and 

said that the Israelite weekly Sabbath days, as it were, formed a garment on which God 

embroidered the figures of Israel’s feasts—Passover, Pentecost, etc. 

We are going to develop that preliminary indication further here. 

In the chapters we are now studying, we will see that God gave Israel a complete cycle of 

Sabbaths that spanned not just a single year, but more than one year. Not only a complete cycle, 

but also an indivisible cycle. We want to point that out here and look at the consequences. 

Anyone who takes over and observes one part of the Israelite Sabbath cycle—for example, 

Sunday observance on Saturday, or strict Sabbath rest on Sunday—is unarmed and without any 

principled argument against various forms of sabbatarianism, and should be celebrating, in 

addition to the weekly Sabbath day, also Passover, Pentecost, and Feast of Booths. And why not 

the Great Day of Atonement and the sabbatical year and Year of Jubilee? 

You know what happens when someone throws a pebble into a pond. On the surface of the 

pond you get ripples that expand like concentric circles further and further out. Now then, by 

means of such circles, Sabbath circles, Israel’s entire life was divided and dominated, totally 

encircled and enveloped. All those circles had the feature of the number seven. Every circle 

involved a certain form of šabbat, whether the one with šabbat, rest, from this, another with 

šabbat, rest, from that. The extent of these Sabbaths differ widely. There was a Sabbath day, a 

Sabbath year, even a Year of Jubilee. But God had the same purpose with all of them: Remember 

my Horeb covenant! 

 

When we keep in view this tenor or theme of all of Leviticus and especially of the chapters 

before us, we will not be surprised that between Leviticus 23 and Leviticus 25 another chapter 

was included that seems at first glance to be out of place. Leviticus 24 consists of three sections. 

First, it speaks about the daily provision of the golden chandelier, then about the weekly 

refreshing of the showbread, and finally, about the stoning of the man who had blasphemed the 



Name. We hope we can succeed in making clear the wisdom of the One who made room right 

here for these three sections. For this triad also calls out: Remember Yahweh’s covenant! 

 

Overview 

 

To make things easier, we will supply an overview of all the “Sabbaths” that will be coming 

up for discussion. We should note that in this connection, we are sticking with the terms and 

names that have become standard. 

 

Introduction: regarding the weekly Sabbath day (Lev. 23:1–3) 

1. The Feast of Passover (Lev. 23:4–14) 

2. The Feast of Pentecost (Lev. 23:15–22) 

3. The Seventh New Moon day (Lev. 23:23–25) 

4. The Great Day of Atonement (Lev. 23:26–32) 

5. The Feast of Booths (Lev. 23:33–44) 

Intermezzo (Lev. 24) 

6. The Sabbath year (Lev. 25:1–7) 

7. The Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8–55) 

 

0. Introduction: regarding the weekly Sabbath day (Lev. 23:1–3) 

 

The first three verses of Leviticus 23 assume that everyone knows what Yahweh meant when 

he spoke to Moses about the weekly Sabbath day. Therefore we think that before going any 

further, it would be desirable to discuss several Scripture passages that are important for this 

subject. We will come to Leviticus 23:1–3 at the conclusion of this discussion. 

 

0.1 Exodus 16 (manna from heaven) 

 

It is true that in this chapter, the Sabbath day is not mentioned. That happens for the first time 

in Exodus 20, in the Fourth Commandment. But in order to understand this commandment, we 

must be acquainted with Exodus 16. 

Notice first its context. 

In Exodus 13–14, the passage through the Red Sea is narrated. In Exodus 15 we find that 

glorious song of Moses: “Yahweh is a warrior, Yahweh is his name.” “You bring them and plant 

them on the mountain that is your inheritance.” But after the Red Sea, the Israelites had to make 

a three-day trek through the wilderness of Sin. Our mariners know how warm it can get in the 

environs of the Red Sea. Moreover, the Israelites found no water in that wilderness of Sin. Other 

than “bitter” water. The place that was found is named accordingly: Mara. The people began to 

murmur against Moses: “What are we supposed to drink?” As if that poor man himself was not 

thirsty! In addition, he was worried about his physical safety in the company of all those 

exhausted people. So he cried out to Yahweh for help. He cried loudly. 

Yahweh gave him a piece of wood that he simply had to throw into the water. Then the bad 

water would become good. The Israelites received more than enough to quench their thirst. But 

they also received something to think about. God had shown them that after the Red Sea he was 

just as mighty as before. And just as faithful. 



That was the lesson of Mara. “There the LORD made for them a statute and a rule, and there 

he tested them, saying, ‘If you will diligently listen to the voice of the LORD your God, and do 

that which is right in his eyes, and give ear to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will 

put none of the diseases on you that I put on the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, your healer’” 

(Exod. 15:25–26). 

That was already covenant instruction. 

Torah, instruction, about the covenant. 

Perhaps the term “covenant” does not appear in this lesson of Mara, but the style of the 

covenant certainly does. Recall what we wrote about the shift between the first person and third 

person manner of speaking (Exodus, 77–78). Typical, according to the pattern of covenants in 

those times, observed in the covenant made outside of Israel. 

This lesson of Mara was in preparation for the establishment of the covenant that would 

occur later at Horeb. 

It is true that Yahweh spoke in a very abbreviated manner. Like a highly placed ruler in those 

days would speak to a vassal, someone whom he had honored with a covenant treaty. That is 

how Yahweh spoke at Mara to his partners whom he honored with words containing the sound of 

a kind of treaty. “If you . . . then I will . . . .” But he was also beginning to nurture the Israelites 

for the real covenant partnership. Both parties would have to be, and remain, faithful and loyal to 

each other. Then the Israelites would see. Then all their suffering, of which they had received 

their fill in Egypt, would surely belong to the past. That is what Yahweh was guaranteeing them. 

At that point, the episode of Exodus 16 followed, and in that event we see that the Israelites 

regrettably did not give to their God, who was so very mighty and faithful, the fidelity that he 

had required. For after they had broken camp at Elim, with its twelve springs and seventy palm 

trees, and entered the wilderness of Sin, that lay between Elim and Horeb, a new murmuring 

arose. This time because there was nothing to eat. The complaint went like this: “Would that we 

had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the meat pots and ate 

bread to the full, for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with 

hunger” (Exod. 16:3). 

When we hear this complaint, or better said, this accusation, then we don’t know what should 

surprise us more about God’s reaction: his great patience or his great power. Did the Israelites 

complain about lack of meat and bread? Yahweh would supply them with both. On the evening 

of that very day they would receive meat, and on the following morning, it would rain bread. 

And even though the first miracle happened only once, the second would be repeated anew each 

morning (16:4). Moreover, the Israelites would gather twice as much on the sixth day as on the 

other days (16:5). Yahweh wanted to see once if they would now walk according to his 

instruction (his Torah, 16:4), or not. 

We know how God fulfilled his promise. On the evening of that same day, the Israelites got 

to eat the meat of quails. We will need to explain more about these quails, a kind of migratory 

bird, when we come to Numbers 11. 

In Exodus 16, however, most of the attention is being devoted to the miracle of manna. When 

this manna lay on the ground the next day, Moses said: “It is the bread that the LORD has given 

you to eat. This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Gather of it, each one of you, as much as he 

can eat. You shall each take an omer, according to the number of the persons that each of you 

has in his tent.’” (Exod. 16:15–16). An omer was one-tenth of an ephah. In addition, Moses 

commanded that people were not to store any of this manna for the following day. After what we 

have learned in Leviticus 11–15, we assume that hereby Israel was being prepared for the later 



Torah at Horeb. Israel had to know very well who Yahweh was. The God of life. Therefore Israel 

must not eat anything that was decayed and had the stench of death. And surely Israel was not 

permitted to treat this manna carelessly, but respectfully and properly. This explanation 

corresponds with God’s own manner of action. After all, he caused the manna to descend not 

within the camp, where it could have been trampled, but outside the camp (v. 13; cf. vv. 4 and 

29b, where it speaks of “going out”). Therefore Moses was angry when some Israelites so 

nonchalantly saved some of the manna for the next day. Had they done this because they lacked 

trust? Because they did not believe that Yahweh would provide for them again for the next day? 

In any case, the old manna was rotten and stank. Moses was angry about that. Did Yahweh 

deserve that? 

This anger of Moses made an impression, as we see from what happened subsequently. To 

say it precisely: on the sixth day. At that point some Israelites had gathered not one, but two 

omers per person. One for that sixth day itself, and one to save for the seventh day. Those people 

had understood God’s purpose very well. For from that time on, Yahweh had commanded, 

people were to gather a double portion on the sixth day (v. 5). But others appeared not to have 

understood very well. And these were not the cream of the crop. Various leaders—literally it 

says in verse 22, “all,” but the Hebrew word can mean “many,” as in Genesis 50:7 and Exodus 

9:6—various leaders of the assembly came to Moses with the alarming report that some Israelites 

were busy gathering manna for two days. Was that allowed? Would Moses not be angry about 

this? 

No. It was probably the first “sixth day” after the inauguration of the manna miracle. This 

explains why the one person understood and the other didn’t, that on this day, they were allowed 

to gather double the amount—not only allowed, but required to, without fearing that the manna 

would rot and stink. God had already talked about this, before the first provision of manna (v. 5), 

and Moses had certainly communicated this to the people, for otherwise, how would those 

people who gathered double on the sixth day have known to do that? For the sake of clarity here, 

Moses tells us various things: “This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Tomorrow is a day of 

solemn rest, a holy Sabbath to the LORD” (v. 23). Therefore today you can do what you like with 

the manna, bake it or cook it, keep it for tomorrow. When people did so, this time there was no 

rotting or stinking. 

Let’s pause here to make two observations. First, regarding those numbers, six and seven. 

And second, regarding the words šabbātōwn and šabbāt. 

 

1. More than once in this chapter, mention is made of the sixth day. Beginning with verse 5, 

where we read God’s command that the Israelites must gather a double portion of manna on the 

sixth day. Later again, at which point we find talk of the seventh day (v. 26). In this connection 

the question automatically arises: According to which baseline are those sixth and seventh days 

being measured? 

In our opinion, the most obvious answer to this question appears to be that in Exodus 16, the 

counting begins with the first day that manna descended from heaven. At that point the week 

made its appearance in Israel’s life. From that time onward, people would have divided the year 

into fifty-two weeks as well, following Egyptian custom, in terms of twelve months of mostly 

thirty days. At the same time, people would have adopted the Egyptian custom of not naming the 

months, as happened after the Babylonian captivity, under Babylonian influence, but to number 

the months. Except for the first month (abib). 



2. In terms of the second observation, the Hebrew verb šabbat meant: cease, stop, rest. From 

this came the noun šabbāt, which meant rest. (Or was it just the reverse?) An extension of the 

noun is yet another word: šabbātōwn. This provided greater emphasis still. 

Here we have the first place in Holy Scripture where it speaks about šabbāt on the seventh 

day (v. 23). At the conclusion of the story, the word šabbāt appears once more. For on the next 

day, the seventh day, Moses came back once more to this matter. He said that on this day people 

would not be finding any manna, but now, on this seventh day, they were supposed to enjoy what 

they had saved over from the sixth day. For now no manna would be falling from heaven. “Six 

days you shall gather it, but on the seventh day, which is a Sabbath, there will be none” (v. 26). 

Nevertheless, on the seventh day several people still went out—the text uses the word that 

means “go out,” indicating that they went outside the camp—to gather something. They found 

nothing, however. But their stubbornness did not go unnoticed. Did they not give the appearance 

as though Yahweh was not faithful and had forsaken his people? Whereas it was their own fault 

that they found nothing. Because they did not follow the declaration that had been given. 

Yahweh had said: “I will see once if the people will observe my “torah,” or not (v. 4). Naturally 

with that word “torah” (note that it is not capitalized), God was not referring to that whole body 

of instruction that we read about in the rest of Exodus and Leviticus, but simply the teaching that 

he was giving at that moment, which he was tying to the instruction of Mara. We recall what 

kind of covenantal impact that episode had at the time. Yahweh would provide, but Israel would 

have to do what he said. And look, it’s going badly already! 

In the scolding that follows here, we observe again the remarkable shift from the first to the 

third person manner of speaking, that was so characteristic for covenant acts with which we have 

become acquainted from the ancient Near East. Are we not hearing the sounds of a prelude here? 

In the melody of the covenant that Yahweh was planning to establish with Israel later at Horeb. 

But then they would have to behave differently than they were now behaving. Listen to the tone 

of concern. “How long will you [plural, referring to the Israelites] refuse to keep my 

commandments and my laws? See! The LORD has given you the Sabbath; therefore on the sixth 

day he gives you bread for two days. Remain each of you in his place; let no one go out of his 

place on the seventh day.” So the people rested on the seventh day” (vv. 28–30). 

We should not twist these words. Naturally God was not demanding that from this day 

forward, the Israelites were supposed to sit absolutely still and quiet on the seventh day. He was 

not even demanding that they not set foot outside the camp. Healthy people would have had to 

use the latrine on the seventh day (Deut. 23:12–14). No, they were simply not allowed to go 

outside the camp to look for manna. If they did that, this would prove their unsuitability for later 

entering into a new covenant with Yahweh. On account of stubbornness toward his “torah” (v. 

4), his instruction, first at Mara and now here. And on account of a lack of trust in such a mighty, 

patient God. 

Like a wise and understanding parent, Yahweh wanted in some sense to prepare the Israelites 

for entering the Horeb covenant. In the manna episode, he was focusing particularly on the 

institution of the Sabbath day. For after the requirement of relative rest on the seventh day in the 

manna episode, namely, rest from gathering manna, there follows the prescription about a 

complete rest on that day in the episode of Horeb. We turn to that now. 

 

0.2 Exodus 20:8–11 (the Fourth Commandment) 

 



This is the first place in Holy Scripture where we encounter the Sabbath commandment, 

which commands complete rest on the seventh day. It is the fourth of the Ten Words. Therefore 

we will first say something about these Ten Words in general, and then about the Fourth in 

particular. 

 

0.2.1 The Ten Words in general 

 

Scripture says that the Israelites “came to the wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and 

Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had departed from the land of Egypt” 

(Exod. 16:1). That occurred in one month’s time. For they went out of Egypt on the fifteenth day 

of the first month (Num. 33:3). If we keep in mind that in the third month after the exodus from 

Egypt, they arrived in the wilderness of Sinai (Exod. 19:1), where they camped at the foot of 

Mount Sinai, we can conclude (no matter which meaning the words of 19:1 “on the same day” 

may have—referring to the fifteenth day? or referring generally to: during the same time?) that 

what happened afterward at Horeb, namely, establishing the covenant, occurred rather shortly 

after the beginning of the manna miracle. How did things proceed then in connection with that 

covenant making? 

Earlier we indicated repeatedly that when God made his covenants he apparently employed 

mores and customs that were observed by people in connection with such ceremonies. He had 

done that already when he made his covenant with Abraham. We know, for example, that on 

such occasions, the Greeks would divide their sacrificial animals in half, leaning the halves 

against each other, and then walk between them, thereby powerfully ratifying the oath-swearing 

that accompanied the covenant making. One would have been declaring that in the same way the 

gods were to cut asunder anyone who broke this covenant. A conditional self-malediction. From 

Genesis 15 we learn that God was willing to humble himself toward Abraham by means of such 

an oath-swearing. That is how faithful he would be, and that is the faithfulness he expected from 

Abraham (Gen. 17:1). From now on, God would extend his faithfulness to Abraham’s 

descendants, just like the kings who made treaties with each other were swearing fealty toward 

each other’s successors (Gen. 12:2–3). In connection with God’s covenant making with 

Abraham, just as with covenant making among the kings of that time, there was even mention of 

the assignment of land. “To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great 

river, the river Euphrates, . . .” (Gen. 15:18; see Genesis, chapter 10). 

We observe something similar in connection with the covenant making of Exodus 20. The 

similarity between the making of God’s covenant with Israel and the covenant makings of some 

kings during approximately the same period as the events at Horeb, such as the king of the 

Hittites with the pharaoh of Egypt, or those between the Hittite king and his Asiatic vassals, is 

very striking. (For more on this, see Exodus, chapter 5; and chapter 23.1 above). When a Hittite 

suzerain made a covenant with one of his subjects, two identical documents were drawn up, and 

one copy was deposited at the feet of the god of the sovereign in the temple of the deity, and the 

other copy at the feet of the god of his vassal, in his sanctuary. This was something that in many 

ways resembled (while still being very different from) what happened at Horeb. There Yahweh 

functioned as king over Israel, who made a covenant with his “vassal” Israel, had a document of 

this covenant drawn up, or rather drew it up himself, in duplicate, and had both copies of the 

covenant statute deposited not in two sacred places, for Yahweh alone was God and no one else, 

but deposited in the one ark of Yahweh, which then had to be constructed with this in mind, and 

which received the name of “ark of the covenant” or “ark of testimony.” 



In addition to this similarity regarding the manner of depositing both tablets of the covenant, 

there was also a striking similarity regarding the content of the treaty. This consisted in 

components that were very customary in that time. We would mention the following. First, a 

preamble or introduction, where the suzerain introduced himself to his vassal. God did this to 

Israel as well, when he said: “I am Yahweh, your God.” Second, a historical prologue or 

introduction, where the suzerains customarily brought up for remembrance the efforts they had 

so generously expended on behalf of their subject vassals. Similarly, Yahweh recalled that he 

had delivered Israel from the house of bondage of Egypt. Next, a suzerain customarily laid on the 

heart of his vassal the obligation henceforward to show obedience to no other king than him. So 

too Yahweh declared the obvious expectation that Israel would have no other god or gods beside 

him, and that in serving him, Yahweh, they would use no images of any creature nor bow down 

to them. In addition, in connection with making covenant in the world in which Israel lived, there 

was regular calling upon gods as witnesses. With a certain similarity, but at the same time in 

tangible contrast to this, Yahweh required Israel never to use the name of Yahweh either for 

making covenants or on other occasions, in such a pagan, foolish, and senseless manner (the 

Third Commandment). 

And other components could be identified. 

For example, the vassal was not only personally obligated to observe the covenant of his 

suzerain, but this obligation rested on his descendants as well, on his son and grandson. 

Similarly, God commanded Israel to keep his covenant throughout the coming generations. And 

to mention but one more feature of similarity, the suzerain could obviously not permit the vassals 

in his kingdom to wage war against each other, so that Yahweh also prescribed that good 

relationships should prevail among his Israelite covenant partners, rather than killing each other, 

stealing from each other, etc. 

Descriptions of covenants like the one described in Exodus 20:2–17 have been discovered in 

archaeological excavations throughout the Near East. Written on one tablet. Just like the tablets 

of Horeb, they were written on the front and the back (Exod. 32:15). There is no reason to 

suppose, as people did in the past, including this author, that the words of the Horeb covenant 

were written in part on one tablet and in part on the other. There has been much disagreement on 

the question how many commandments were written on each of the two tablets. That conflict 

was unnecessary. The same commandments appeared on each stone tablet. All Ten Words were 

written on each. Yahweh had published the Ten Words in duplicate—Israel’s beautiful covenant 

was lacking in nothing—and had the duplicates placed in the ark, whereby at the same time in a 

meaningful way he was excluding any and every notion that there was yet another God besides 

Yahweh. 

The misunderstanding of the division of the Ten Commandments on two tablets—whether 3 

+ 7, or 4 + 6, or 5+5—has led in turn to another misunderstanding, namely, that the 

commandments of the first “table” supposedly involved the relationship between Yahweh and 

the Israelites, but the rest of the commandments of the second “table” supposedly involved the 

relationship among the Israelites themselves, and that these latter therefore bore a social 

character. But when the first misunderstanding disappears, this second misunderstanding loses 

any basis. It was not only the latter commandments of the Ten Words that possessed this social 

character, even though that feature may well come into view more easily, but this social feature 

was no less present in connection with the initial precepts of the Ten Commandments. Could an 

Israelite have rendered his brother any better service than to warn him against idolatry (First 

Commandment), against worshiping Yahweh with the use of images (Second Commandment), 



and against the pagan, foolish, empty, and vain use of the name Yahweh (Third Commandment)? 

(We will discuss the social dimension of the Fourth Commandment separately in a moment.) 

This social character pertained to all Ten Commandments, to such an extent that the apostle 

could write that whoever loved his neighbor had fulfilled the whole Law (Gal. 5:14; cf. Matt. 

22:39; Rom. 13:8). 

 

0.2.2 The Sabbath command in particular 

When we read the Fourth Commandment carefully, we see that it consisted in the following 

three parts. First, an introduction; second, the actual commandment; and third, the motivation of 

this commandment. 

 

(a) The introduction 

This reads: Remember the day of the šabbāt by reserving it. 

As you can see, we have left the Hebrew word šabbāt untranslated. In so doing, we have 

probably immediately reminded our readers of something. Just as through this word, Yahweh 

would surely have reminded Israel of something that had just happened. The episode of Exodus 

16. And of something that occurred regularly since then, namely, that every morning manna 

descended and was gathered by the Israelites. Except on the morning of the seventh day. Then 

the Israelites were not permitted to go out to gather manna. Then they would have to abstain 

from this, and this abstaining was “a šabbāt for Yahweh,” in honor of Yahweh. In connection 

with the institution of this abstaining from gathering manna on the seventh day—of this “rest,” 

this šabbāt—God made a forceful allusion at Horeb when he gave the introduction to the Fourth 

Commandment. The noun šabbāt appears in the Bible for the first time in Exodus 16, and for the 

second time in Exodus 20. 

But everyone understands that this recollection of something familiar was not the only 

purpose of the introductory words in the Fourth Commandment. They were designed also to 

prepare for something new. In his introductory words, God was speaking about both a “day” of 

šabbāt, and of a command that people were supposed to reserve that day. The first meaning of 

the Hebrew verb used for this (qdš) would have been: keep, designate, reserve. When this 

reserving was done for Yahweh, it obtained the meaning familiar to us: devote, sanctify. But in 

the episode of Exodus 16, however, there was not any mention yet of the designation of an entire 

day. Such an impression could be given by our modern English translations of Exodus 16:23: 

“This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Tomorrow is a day of solemn rest, a holy Sabbath to 

the LORD” (ESV). This rendering speaks of “a day of solemn rest,” whereas the King James 

version has this: “Tomorrow is the rest of the holy sabbath unto the LORD,” which is more 

correct. Both Hebrew words, šabbāt and šabbātōwn mean “rest,” which is not yet the same as “a 

day of rest.” 

The new element in the introduction to the Fourth Commandment is that it prepares the 

Israelites for later mention of a day with the word šabbāt in a more expanded sense, namely, not 

merely in terms of one specific activity (gathering manna), but every activity. We will see this in 

connection with the actual commandment. 

 

(b) The actual commandment 

The commandment reads as follows: “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days 

you shall labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. 



On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your 

female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates” (Exod. 20:8–11). 

What is striking about this commandment? 

First, that it does not say that there would be a šabbāt on the seventh day, as it does in 

Exodus 16:26, but that the seventh day as such would be a šabbāt for Yahweh. Next, that not 

merely one activity is being prohibited, as in Exodus 16, namely, gathering manna, but every 

other activity as well. Or better: every other work. For what is intended is the activities 

connected with serving. We could translate verse 9a this way: “Six days you may serve.” The 

Hebrew word for “serve” has the same three consonants (’bd) as the Hebrew word for “house of 

slavery” that appears in verse 2 (the prologue) and in verse 10 (for “servant”). Furthermore, what 

is striking is that it clarifies his intention with this prohibition, which is far more comprehensive 

than the that in Exodus 16, which was a general prohibition of work on the seventh day, by 

identifying an extensive series of persons or instruments through whom this work could be 

performed. He even mentioned animals. For God initially spoke of “you” singular, with 

emphasis, referring to the entire nation of Israel, but then as that was represented by the men, as 

we have seen from the use of the masculine pronoun. In view of the entire series, we believe the 

family head was being addressed, after whom various people are mentioned by whom one can be 

“served.” Close relatives like a son or daughter, less close members of the household like male 

servant and female servant, terms that perhaps should be translated as “male slave” and “female 

slave.” Next come the animals. Naturally those animals that people place in “service” in the field 

or on the road. The ox and the donkey. And the series is concluded with the gēr, a kind of 

sojourner and foreigner that we discussed earlier. Yahweh was speaking about this matter as if 

Israel would have been settled in Canaan within a short period of time, something that would 

indeed have occurred if the wicked unbelief of the ten spies had not intervened (Num. 13–14). 

We should always keep this in mind as we read Exodus and Leviticus. 

As we mentioned above, we still need to discuss the social character that belonged to the 

Fourth Commandment. 

Already at Horeb, we can observe a dual aspect. We need not say anything further about the 

first aspect. The Fourth Commandment instituted, in honor of Yahweh, an even further expanded 

rest than Israel had known up to this point since the manna episode. This prohibition forbade not 

only gathering manna on the morning of the seventh day, but every other activity characterized 

as work or service, throughout the course of the entire day. That entire day was to be “a šabbāt in 

honor of Yahweh.” Initially the only thing given, designated as “a šabbāt devoted to Yahweh” 

involved gathering manna (Exod. 16:23), but now the command came: “But the seventh day is a 

šabbāt unto Yahweh, your God” (Exod. 20:10), such that the entire day had to be reserved for 

Yahweh, and devoted to him (Exod. 20:8). In the Scripture passages just referred to, the word 

“day” is emphatic. Initially the šabbāt involved an hour, now it was an entire day, that had to be 

set apart in honor of Yahweh. 

The content of that honoring of Yahweh, beyond simply abstaining from activities of work, 

will be seen when we discuss Leviticus 23:1–3 below. 

But from the very beginning the Fourth Commandment had a social aspect. True enough, in 

his initial instructions at Horeb God did not emphasize this aspect in a special way. That 

happened later (as we will see below). But from the beginning, the Fourth Commandment 

displayed a social dimension. Notice the series of people who work in service, to whom a full 

day of rest had to be provided. In fact, even the animals, which people were otherwise used to 

using for service, were not to be put to work on the weekly Sabbath day. 



 

(c) The motivation 

 

This is the motivation: “For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all 

that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and 

made it holy.” 

We are using a heading entitled “The motivation.” We could also have used the heading, 

“The explanation.” Precisely what is being explained we learn from the conclusion itself. The 

reason why Yahweh “blessed” and “sanctified” the day of the šabbāt. What did this mean? 

Let’s rehearse the facts once more. 

Israel could easily know which day Yahweh was referring to as the “day of the šabbāt.” 

Since the episode of the manna miracle, Israel was familiar with a day on which a certain šabbāt 

had to be observed. On the seven day Israel was to abstain from gathering manna, to stop doing 

so, to cease that activity. Accordingly from that time on, that day could be called: “the day of the 

šabbāt.” 

But later God gave this day a new and broader significance, through the Horeb covenant. At 

that time he laid claim to that day as an entire day of rest, and that with a dual purpose, namely, 

first, in honor of Yahweh himself, and second, for the enjoyment of every Israelite, young and 

old, poor and rich, indeed, even of the work animals. 

This course of events is summarized at the close of the Fourth Commandment as a kind of 

summary. God had turned that day of partial šabbāt, known since the time of the manna miracle, 

into a day of complete šabbāt, and had “sanctified” it, i.e., reserved it for his honor, and 

“blessed” it, i.e., by making it a refreshing day for every Israelite, whether high or low. 

Why did he do this? 

Why, in order to accomplish his dual purpose, had his eye fallen on that “day of the šabbāt,” 

which was “given,” that is, assigned, imposed, and established in the episode of the manna 

miracle (Exod. 16:28)? 

The answer is: He did that because that day was the seventh, and a specific remembrance was 

associated with that number seven. A remembrance of creation. At that creation, after six days 

God rested. That was the reason why his choice fell on the seventh day. Not on the fifth day or 

the sixth day, but on the seventh. By means of designating the seventh day, he wanted to say 

something like this: Just as I did, so too you must do. Like Father, like children. Like Yahweh, 

like Israel. 

 

“Like Yahweh, like Israel.” 

As we wrote those words, we were gripped by a fear of being misunderstood. We must not 

connect any incorrect application to this explanation of the explanation (or motivation) of the 

Fourth Commandment. 

The view has arisen through the writings of earlier and modern authors, that the essential, 

proper, and characteristic feature of the Fourth Commandment supposedly consisted in the fact 

that by it, God was imposing on the Israelites the obligation to behave in this world like image-

bearers of God. A very familiar view. But in recent times it appears to have received 

archaeological support by virtue of the undeniable fact that tablets have been discovered on 

which the text of the treaty made between one potentate and another was punctuated with images 

of the deities who were being summoned as witnesses by those making a covenant together 

under oath. 



We would make the following comments about this view. 

To begin with the last claim, it is genuinely tempting to think, on the basis of this 

archaeological discovery, that not only in his declaration of the Ten Words was God taking into 

account the contemporary customs in the domain of making covenants, but specifically in 

connection with the Fourth Commandment he was following the custom of placing on the front 

side and the back side of the covenant tablet an image of the deities. This seems like such an 

attractive possibility, but it is far from likely. Even if we were to accept that God was following 

the specific custom with a polemical purpose, namely, by replacing the usual pagan image with 

the command that on the seventh day Israel was to display his image by resting on that day just 

as he had done at creation. The combination of these things strikes us as dangerous, not only in 

view of the immediately preceding Second Commandment that warns against any form of 

worshiping Yahweh using images of creatures of any kind, but also in view of what we find in 

the subsequent Torah as warnings against various forms of Egyptian and Canaanite paganism. 

We encounter such warnings not only later, as in Leviticus 18:1–5, but also immediately in the 

book of Exodus, in the Book of the Covenant that was given, mind you, immediately after the 

proclamation of the Ten Words (Exod. 21–23; see 23:13–33, and 34:10–26). No, this idea strikes 

us as running counter to the whole thematic tendency of the Torah. 

But there is more. 

Is the viewpoint that we explained above really true? Was the most fundamental 

characteristic of the Fourth Commandment the requirement that the Israelites were supposed to 

display God’s image on the seventh day of the week? We believe this claim is incorrect for two 

reasons. 

In the first place, we would not wish to deny that today, the obligation rests upon all 

Christians to be imitators of God, and that this also rested upon the Israelites, to whom God had 

said so often: Be holy, for I, Yahweh, your God, am holy. The obligation that the doorways of 

the heart are not to swing open left, toward evil, but right, toward the good, dates back to 

Paradise. Therefore it was surely correct that people called regeneration the renewal of a person 

according to God’s image. By regeneration we understand what our (original) liturgical form for 

Baptism states: “First, that we, having genuine sorrow and penitence concerning our sins, deny 

our own understanding and various desires and submit to the will of God and hate every sin from 

our heart and flee from them; second, that we begin to have a desire and love for living 

according to God’s Word in all holiness and righteousness.” By means of this daily renewing of 

our lives, or regeneration, believers display God’s image once again. They become imitators of 

God as his beloved children (Eph. 5:1). This was something that the Israelites also experienced, 

since Moses also called them children of Yahweh, their God (Deut. 14:1). So then, this renewing 

of life extended not merely over one day, but over every day of life. And this renewing of human 

understanding, words, and works was commanded not only by one of the Ten Words, namely, 

the Fourth Commandment, but by all ten. 

For this reason we believe that the viewpoint explained above does not do justice to the 

essential content of the Fourth Commandment. It does not include enough, it is not specific 

enough. 

But it falls short for yet another reason. When you trace the expression “image of God” back 

to the Old Testament, and read what Genesis understands by it, namely, that Adam was to 

function as God’s substitute and the bearer of his authority (see Genesis, 84–89), then we prefer 

to argue that the Israelites received a command to display God’s image in the Fifth 

Commandment rather than in the Fourth Commandment. 



The following viewpoint strikes us as preferable. 

The Fourth Commandment was, so to speak, super-covenantal. Of course, all Ten Words 

were covenant words, together constituting the statute of the Horeb covenant. But the Fourth 

Commandment was covenantal in a more particular way, because it imposed on the Israelites the 

obligation to reserve every seventh day as a day in honor of Yahweh. In this manner, they were 

being reminded of the Horeb covenant on this day in an extra way. 

We will be taught more extensively about this entirely unique, this special essence of the 

Fourth Commandment later, in Exodus 31:12–17. But we encounter an indication of this special 

essence here in the number seven. God commanded Israel to celebrate this day of rest not on the 

fifth or sixth day of the week, but on the seventh. Why? Because he himself, who was Israel’s 

great covenant Partner, had rested after creating the world, on the seventh day. Therefore he 

wanted Israel, his covenant partner, to rest on the seventh day as well. The number seven was a 

number in which the Semitic ear more easily heard the sound of the covenant, its oath and 

holiness, than occurs in our ears with the number seven. The Hebrew word for “swear” was 

derived from this number. Its literal meaning was: “to seven oneself.” This explains why at 

Horeb, God could immediately count on the Israelites having a certain understanding for the 

symbolic range of this number. He could count on this already when in Egypt he commanded 

Israel to eat unleavened bread from the fifteenth through the twenty-first of the month Abib 

(Exod. 12:18). Think as well of the seven lambs that Abraham had set apart when he made a 

covenant with Abimelech, offering them “as a testimony” (Gen. 21:28–31). 

There you hear the language of the number seven. 

Consider and compare the following. 

God used other means as well in order to remind the Israelites of his Sinai covenant. For 

example, he used the language of color. We know that each Israelite was obligated to attach to 

each of the four corners of his garment a tassel into which was woven a dark blue thread. For 

remembering the commandment of Yahweh. This dark blue color, which appeared in the 

tabernacle as well, spoke of God who had his dwelling in heaven above and among Israel. That 

color reminded Israel of her faithful God of the covenant (see Exodus, 209–211). This language 

of colors would have spoken more clearly to the Eastern heart of the Israelites, accustomed to 

symbolism and oriented to symbolism, than it does to us. 

He did something similar with number. 

Already from the time of creation, the number seven suited Yahweh in a special way. It 

characterized him as the only true God, as the Creator. For that reason he would have used the 

number seven at Horeb, when he made that covenant with Israel. But later he would use it 

countless times. Often in connection with Sabbath days. Such as at Horeb, by instituting an entire 

day of rest every seven days. This time he was not using a color, but a number. 

With this number seven, which was recognized internationally as a symbolic number, which 

spoke of swearing an oath and of covenant, Yahweh was stamping his divinity more solidly on 

the Ten Words. It was, as it were, his signature, with which he, the only true God, the Creator of 

all things, was providing the document of his Horeb covenant with his divine stamp and seal. 

 

If we understand the Fourth Commandment in this way, and then still wish to consider the 

possibility that God incorporated certain customs from Israel’s environment into the redaction of 

the Fourth Commandment, as we find it in Exodus 20, namely, the custom of affixing the seal or 

stamp of the deity in covenant documents, we would have no objection. Because then at least 

every notion of imaging God would have been eliminated in advance. That is required. Because 



it is definitely incompatible with all of God’s language in the rest of the Torah. What then 

survives is merely the idea that God made a refined and artful use, in connection with the Fourth 

Commandment, of a certain method associated with making covenants that was present in 

Israel’s environment. Why would we object to that? We have written elsewhere about “The 

Great Annexation” of God at Horeb (Exodus, 299–304). 

Perhaps we should be thinking similarly in connection with the Fourth Commandment. But if 

this assumption is correct, then God was working very carefully in terms of the formulation of 

the Fourth Commandment at Horeb. He doesn’t breathe a word about something like 

representing or imaging him. But neither does he say anything about any seal. Among Israel or 

others, this could perhaps have generated an association with other figures. What is known is that 

the pagans were accustomed to affixing various figures to their seals. Figures of gods, people, 

animals, trees, flowers. That’s what archaeology teaches us. But we find nothing of this in the 

Fourth Commandment. Not even the word “sign.” At least not here in Exodus 20, in the Fourth 

Commandment itself. 

Only the number seven. 

That is the imprint that Yahweh, in his capacity of Divine Covenant Maker—as Creator!—

placed at the very heart of the covenant text of Horeb, as his very meaningful, but at the same 

time, extremely restrained monogram and signature. 

We will bump into it more often. For it is present in every part of the cycle of Israel’s 

Sabbaths. 

 

0.3 Exodus 23:12 (Sabbath rest for those rendering service) 

Unfortunately, when people in the past discussed the Ten Commandments, they did so in the 

same way they talked about man. They divided a person into two parts, calling the first part the 

soul and the second part the body, although Scripture leads us in using each of these two to refer 

to the entire person. In Scripture, the phrase “my soul” can mean I, or I myself, just as the phrase 

“your bodies” can mean you, or yourselves. Often the difference is more a question of aspect. For 

example, in Romans 12:1, by means of the word “body,” the emphasis is being placed on the 

person’s visible and tangible side. 

Unfortunately, people in the past regularly divided the Ten Commandments into two parts. 

They though that the first part, made up of Commandments 1–4, though others divided it 

differently, involved Israel’s relationship to God, and the second part involved the relationships 

among the Israelites themselves. 

We have identified that strange and arbitrary division as a illegitimate child, fruit of a 

misunderstanding, as if the Ten Words would have been distributed on the two stone tablets, on 

which God had written them with his own finger. We saw at that time as well that we can speak 

of two aspects in connection with not one or a few, but with all of the Ten Words, aspects 

important for our perspective on the Ten Words. All Ten Words were related to Israel’s covenant 

with Yahweh, to the Israelites’ relationship to Yahweh and to their relationships with each other. 

The same was true of the Fourth Commandment. 

From this time forward, the seventh day was not only supposed to be reserved for honoring 

Yahweh, being thereby sanctified, but was also supposed to be a joyous day of rest for all Israel, 

thereby being a blessed day. A day for everyone to catch their breath. For master and servant. 

Even for the work animals. 



This was expressed at Horeb already, when these words were proclaimed by Yahweh. But 

shortly thereafter, God had paid special attention to that second side of the Fourth 

Commandment, to its social side. You can read about this in Exodus 23:12. 

 

As we saw earlier, this Scripture passage forms part of the so-called Book of the Covenant, 

which was written down by Moses after prior consultation with Yahweh on Sinai. Initially 

Moses brought to Israel’s elders an oral report of that consultation, and then he put that report in 

writing, after which this document played a role in connection with the formal establishment of 

the covenant. The reader will recall all of this. This Book of the Covenant occupies about three 

chapters in our Bible, namely, Exodus 20:22–23:33. To recall just one feature of what we 

mentioned earlier, we noted in that connection God’s demand in Moses’ Book of the Covenant, 

that the Israelites were supposed to treat each other like people who knew what mercy was. 

That Book contained Exodus 23:12. 

And that demand for mercy is heard very clearly here. 

The verse appears in a genuinely “social” context. The Israelites were not to spread false 

reports about one another (23:1). They were not to pervert justice for the poor (23:6). They were 

not to condemn the innocent to death (23:7). The judges were not to accept bribes (23:8). The 

sojourner was not to be oppressed, “for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt” (23:9). 

And then we read this. 

Just as Yahweh was the God of the number seven, so too Israel was supposed to be the 

people of the number seven. The people of the Horeb covenant. Naturally this would have to be 

shown daily in observing God’s commandments and in the concourse of the Israelites with each 

other. But even more so on some occasions. On every seventh day and in every seventh year. 

“For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield, but the seventh year you shall let it 

rest and lie fallow, that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the beasts of the 

field may eat. You shall do likewise with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard” (23:10–

11). That was referring to the sabbatical year, which we will discuss below. 

Immediately following this commandment about the sabbatical year we read our verse 

(23:12): “Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and 

your donkey may have rest, and the son of your servant woman, and the alien, may be 

refreshed.” 

 

How lovely this sounds, both our verse as well as its entire context. In fact, how lovely was 

the opening of the Book of the Covenant, in 21:2, which proclaimed the thoroughly evangelical 

purpose of the entire Book of the Covenant in the ordinance that an Israelite had to allow 

someone who had come upon hard times and therefore had to enter into the service of another 

Israelite as a slave, to leave as a free man after working for six years. And Moses (who would 

surely have understood God’s purpose) later added to this: and do not allow such a man to leave 

empty handed! That is how Moses later viewed the character of the Fourth Commandment 

(Deut. 15). 

We should not suppose that the element of friendliness and social compassion appeared for 

the first time in the Fourth Commandment, according to the version Moses gave the Israelites 

later. With this conclusion: “. . . that your male servant and your female servant may rest as well 

as you. You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God 

brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD 

your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day” (Deut. 5:14–15). 



There you see the motivation of the Fourth Commandment. As people have observed, there is 

no mention here of God’s creation of heaven, sea, and earth, unlike in the version of the Fourth 

Commandment that we find in Exodus 20. There, the social aspect was not emphasized nearly as 

strongly as in Deuteronomy 5. Admittedly so. But that does not mean this aspect was absent in 

Exodus 20. No one would make such a claim, if they take into account the mention made there of 

rest for everyone, including animals and personnel, so that exhausted servants could heartily 

bless that day designed for catching their breath, saying to one another: O how glorious a day 

Yahweh has given us in his weekly Sabbath day. What a day of blessing for us! 

From the outset, God wanted the seventh day to be a joyful day for all his people. Any 

possible doubt about this would be removed by reading what comes rather shortly after the Book 

of the Covenant that came into existence with the proclamation of the Ten Words. We have no 

better commentary. 

The Fourth Commandment certainly bore an extra strong covenantal character. It preached 

Yahweh as God of the number seven and Israel as the people of the number seven. It repeatedly 

reminded Israel of her exalted status since Horeb. And to the Sabbath day was added later the 

Sabbath year. And something far more beautiful still, about which we will speak in a moment. 

But let no one think that God imposed his Sabbaths on Israel in order to oppress her. On the 

contrary. The pattern of the number seven, so artfully woven into Israel’s daily garments, 

obviously reminded people constantly of their obligations toward Yahweh, their Suzerain, but 

just as much of the covenant duties of every covenant member toward each other. Especially 

this, that they must do good toward each other. That they should care well for each other. 

Naturally most of all for those with the greatest need. 

 

0.4 Exodus 31:12–17 and Exodus 35:1–3 (Sabbath rest and tabernacle construction) 

 

In the past, people referred to both of these Scripture passages to prove that the Sabbath day 

had been a very strictly commanded day already in the wilderness, a day on which Israel was not 

only not permitted to perform any work, but not even to prepare any meals and light any fire. 

Nor gather any wood. We will come back to this latter item below. 

Talking about the prohibition of preparing meals makes us think of Exodus 12. In Egypt God 

gave the statute that on the first and seventh days of the weak of unleavened bread, not only was 

all work forbidden, but also this was commanded: “But what everyone needs to eat, that alone 

may be prepared by you” (Exod. 12:16). So it is mistaken to appear to this statute as the basis for 

the alleged total prohibition of preparing meals on the Sabbath day. To say nothing about the fact 

that Exodus 12 is not talking about the Sabbath day. 

Nor do we read about such a strict prohibition in Exodus 16, the episode of the manna 

miracle. Regardless of how one concludes anything from the commanded double gathering of 

manna on the sixth day with respect to baking or cooking on the seventh day (Exod. 16:23), one 

thing is clear: in this passage we read nothing prohibiting people from preparing a meal on the 

seventh day. 

We must also be careful when we talk about occupational labor. In the wilderness, various 

kinds of work needed to be done on the Sabbath day. For example, people had to care for and 

guard the livestock. People were supposed to abstain from unnecessary daily work. Not even a 

slave, presuming that Israelites already possessed slaves in the wilderness, was allowed to sense 

on the Sabbath day that he was a slave. 



But what about lighting a fire? Here as well, we should recall Israel’s circumstances. They 

would have had to keep a fire going regularly and carefully among the embers, in order to be 

able to stoke a fire when needed, such as when fire was needed to prepare a meal. Would that 

kind of “lighting a fire” have been forbidden in the two passages mentioned above? Let’s see. 

We will first look at these two passages together, and then at each passage separately. 

 

(a) The two passages together 

 

When we commented on these two passages in our commentary on Exodus, we pointed out 

that we must not lose sight especially of the location where we find them in the Bible (see 

Exodus, 304–5). 

The first passage appears before, and the second appears after, the “intermezzo” involving 

the golden calf (Exod. 32–34). Stated another way: the first passage forms the conclusion of 

Exodus 25–31, the chapters about the mandate to construct the tabernacle. And the second 

passage opens Exodus 35–40, chapters dealing with the execution of that mandate. 

We may not ignore this remarkable fact. 

The location where a portion of Scripture appears can be very significant. And here that 

definitely appears to be the case. At first glance one can see that the first passage must definitely 

be read as part of Exodus 25–31, dealing with the mandate to construct the tabernacle. Just read 

it for yourself, and you will agree that this is obvious. But just as obvious is the fact that the 

second passage, if it is to have any meaning, must be read in connection with the execution of the 

mandate for constructing the tabernacle, described in Exodus 35–40. What other reason could 

Moses have had to begin talking suddenly about the Sabbath days, evidently to all the people—

“the entire assembly of the Israelites”—than this, that the entire people was involved in 

connection with the manufacture of the tabernacle (35:1). Men and women were involved 

(35:20, 22, 25, 29). A lot of work was accomplished in very little time. Many items were spun 

and woven, stitched and embroidered, melted and forged! The first ones would probably have 

required illumination during the evening hours, the second would have required fire during the 

day, and rather large fires at that. 

So then, it is simply obvious that we should read these two passages in connection with the 

construction of the tabernacle, and explain the instruction about resting on the Sabbath days in 

both passages as referring to various work-related activities associated with constructing God’s 

sanctuary. That was surely beautiful work. But it was not supposed to lead Israel to forget the 

Sabbath day. Something that can happen among enthusiastically industrious people whose inner 

drive can limit their perspective somewhat. (Compare this with just such a commandment in 

Exodus 34:21: During those labor-intensive times of plowing and harvesting, you shall rest.) 

The prohibition of “lighting a fire on the Sabbath day” in Exodus 24:3 was not supposed to 

have been so universalized throughout the course of time, into a prohibition against cooking a 

meal and the like. Given the context, that prohibition was not about that at all. Preparing meals 

on the Sabbath day was nowhere forbidden in Scripture. 

 

(b) Each passage separately 

 

(1) Exodus 31:12–17. 

 



This passage is by far the largest and most important for our purpose of getting to know the 

character of Israel’s weekly Sabbath day. 

In the name of Yahweh, Moses was supposed to say to the Israelites (plural, since everyone 

participated in constructing the tabernacle): “Above all you [plural] shall keep my Sabbaths, for 

this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the 

LORD, sanctify you” (v. 13). 

The Hebrew word for “above all” (’ak) is emphatic. Here it has a restrictive meaning. This 

rendering as “above all” is like a father giving his children permission to go out for the evening, 

but calls out as they are leaving: “Above all, be home on time!” So with God who, after telling 

Moses about everything needed for constructing the tabernacle, adds in conclusion: the heavy 

and busy work being done for the tabernacle must not lead his people to forget his Fourth 

Commandment. This was a suitable opportunity to make Israel sense how important his Sabbath 

days were to God. Why? That is what comes next. 

For the Sabbath day is next called a sign. The Hebrew word for “sign” (ʾōwt) is also used to 

refer to circumcision (Gen. 17:11, recalling God’s covenant with Abraham), to the stones in the 

Jordan river (Josh. 4:6), recalling the wilderness trek, etc. Thus, the word referred to a means of 

instruction. That meaning is obviously present here as well, for we read next: “. . . for this is a 

sign between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the LORD, 

sanctify you” (v. 13). Therefore, the Sabbath day is here being called a sign whereby Yahweh 

gave instruction to the Israelites about the new relationship between him and them, namely, that 

of the Horeb covenant. When he made this covenant with the Israelites, he had set them apart 

from all the nations of the world and chosen them. Thereby he had sanctified them. And at the 

same time he had called them to faithful honoring of that deed, that sanctification. It was 

supposed to be evident every day that the Israelites were different people than the pagans, but on 

the Sabbath days this was supposed to be even more evident. By their general abstaining from all 

daily labor, and by exempting everyone from rendering service on that day. The Gentiles knew 

nothing like this. Thereby the Sabbath day was all the more a sign of remembrance and a sign of 

distinction for Israel. 

The great value that God assigned to his Sabbath days is expressed also in the punishment 

that he required for defiling the Sabbath: capital punishment. Anyone in Israel who on the 

Sabbath days did not lay aside his daily activities, but performed them as usual, would be 

demonstrating by his despising of that day that he was despising the Horeb covenant and 

therefore wanted nothing to do with the two parties with whom that covenant had been made: 

with Yahweh and with Israel. Therefore, “everyone who profanes it shall be put to death. 

Whoever does any work on it, that soul shall be cut off from among his people” (v. 14). Such a 

person was unfaithful, a covenant breaker. Because he had despised Israel’s election as the 

people of Yahweh. 

To provide every necessary clarity and because of the great importance of this matter, several 

features were expanded and repeated. The Israelites were supposed to observe the Sabbath day 

from generation to generation. “As an eternal covenant.” Here again we encounter that word 

“eternal” (ʿôlām) that we discussed in our commentary on Genesis (see Genesis, 130–31). If we 

use the word “eternal” biblically, then no one will be stymied by the question as to how the 

epistle to the Hebrews can say later about this Horeb covenant that it was now annulled and has 

become obsolete. 

At the very end of this passage, the explanation is repeated once more that had been given in 

the Fourth Commandment (Exod. 20:11), as to why at Horeb God had assigned exactly that 



seventh day as the Sabbath day for Israel. In Exodus 31:17 we read: “It is a sign forever between 

me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh 

day he rested and was refreshed.” The Bible reader should not stumble over that last phrase 

(“was refreshed”), nor explain it as an anthropomorphism, a kind of human-like description of 

God. For people violate Scripture with that disrespectful term. God does nothing in a human-like 

manner, but always in a God-like manner, including “being refreshed” and “resting” (along with 

having sorrow, coming down, etc.; see Genesis, 160–68). That we do not comprehend this is no 

wonder (Job. 36:26). 

 

(2) Exodus 35:1–3. 

 

This passage contains nothing new, but does not that fact testify to the greatness of this minor 

Scripture passage? For where is it located? It comes after that great interruption of Exodus 32–

34, the so-called intermezzo with the golden calf. What happened there? Israel had very quickly 

broken that beautiful Horeb covenant just made by God and just accepted by the elders. Under 

the leadership of Aaron, no less. 

It was not accidental that both tablets were smashed by Moses. For they were the covenant! 

That covenant was broken. Moses understood that very well. 

God’s wrath, because of what happened, was terrible. Directed against the people, but also 

against Aaron. We know this, not from Exodus, but from later information given by Moses, 

preserved in Deuteronomy 9:20. Yahweh wanted to destroy Aaron as well. 

But in response to Moses’ intercession, this did not happen. Aaron was not put to death. (We 

know what a glorious office this man was later assigned. Purely from grace!) But the people of 

Israel were also spared, as a covenant people. For the Horeb covenant was maintained from 

God’s side. He renewed it, by once again engraving the same Ten Words with his own hand on 

other tablets (Exod. 34:1). “Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,” as Moses cried out (Exod. 34:6). Indeed, the 

tabernacle plan of God—that he would come to dwell among Israel in a tent, something he had 

initially rejected and refused even to accompany Israel—that original plan remained in place. 

Therefore following the chapters about the “intermezzo with the golden calf” (chapters 32–

34), we find those wonderful concluding chapters of Exodus about the execution of the mandate 

for constructing the tabernacle (chapters 35–40). 

We read immediately in Exodus 35 that Moses announced “the charge.” Everyone was 

permitted to participate in building God’s palace. 

Moses preceded that charge with a repetition of the prohibition against working on the 

Sabbath days (Exod. 35:1–3). What was intended, of course, was working on constructing 

sections of the tabernacle. 

Although he did so briefly, Moses repeated the Sabbath commandment one more time. There 

was good reason for doing that. For the Sabbath day was, as it were, the Horeb covenant in 

miniature. It was given by God as a sign of that, and served as a striking means of instruction. 

Clearly remembering the divine seal that Yahweh had imprinted on the top of his Ten Words, by 

means of the Fourth Commandment. 

Moses would have thought: “If the Horeb covenant were to be broken once again by Israel, 

for example, by neglecting the Sabbath day, I would not know what would be left for me to do.” 

He had more than one reason to think this way. God’s own hint given after the mandate for 



tabernacle construction: “Do not work on this on the Sabbath day!” As well as what had 

happened during the sad intermezzo. 

 

0.5 Numbers 15:32–36 (the wood gatherer) 

 

In connection with this Scripture passage as well. We must pay careful attention to its 

context. We will say something first about what precedes this passage, and then about what 

follows it. 

 

(a) In the preceding context, God had taught Israel what she had to do when his command was 

transgressed unintentionally (bišgāgâ). That was not permitted, but there was forgiveness for 

such a sin. It was stipulated in great detail what kind of sacrifice had to be offered if the entire 

assembly had sinned, and what kind of sacrifice had to be brought if an individual member of the 

congregation had sinned. But whoever transgressed God’s commandments insolently, 

intentionally, with premeditation (literally, “with a high hand”), had to be cut off. Why? Because 

he had mocked no one other than Yahweh. He had demonstrated his despising of the covenant 

through word or conduct, the covenant that Yahweh had given to Israel, and that he knew very 

well he was doing so. “Because he has despised the word of the LORD and has broken his 

commandment, that person shall be utterly cut off; his iniquity shall be on him” (Num. 15:31; cf. 

Num. 15:22–31). 

 

(b) In the subsequent context, Numbers 15:37–41, we read about the cord or tassels that each 

Israelite had to wear on the corners of his garment. A blue thread was supposed to be woven into 

the tassel. We have discussed this several times, so we can be brief here. What was the purpose 

of this ordinance? This thread was to serve as a reminder of God’s commandments, so that Israel 

would remember that she was the holy people of Yahweh. 

As we can see, both of these Scripture passages have the same scope. Israel was a highly 

privileged people. At Horeb, she was taken up by God into a special covenant, concerning which 

she was instructed, and would be instructed daily, in many and sundry ways. Tassels on 

garments, Sabbath days, forbidden foods, uncleanness through leprosy, etc. But now the people 

must also behave accordingly. As a set apart, unique, holy people of Yahweh. For unto that 

purpose Yahweh had rescued Israel from Egypt. 

 

(c) Between these two sections we find our passage about the wood gatherer (vv. 32–36). What 

had he done? Simply pick up a stick from the ground, like a child at play or an adult on a walk 

might do? No, he was really busy collecting firewood. He thought that was needed for preparing 

his food, whether manna or meat. Now this latter was not forbidden on the Sabbath day, as we 

have seen. But on the Sabbath day, one was not allowed to conduct himself as though it were not 

a Sabbath day, let alone, to neglect the very day on which God had imprinted the signature of his 

Horeb covenant in a special way, by plugging away and lugging materials, by toiling and hauling 

things. No, something this insolent had dismayed the entire assembly (the elders?). What was 

supposed to happen with such an intentional transgressor of God’s commandment, in this case, 

the Sabbath commandment? Surely such a person had to be put to death, as we learn from 

Exodus 31:14. But how? Yahweh had not yet made that known. Something like this had never 

happened before. Therefore Moses inquired of Yahweh. (Here again we see the special place 

among Israel that God had assigned to Moses. Yahweh talked with him “mouth to mouth” [Num. 



12:8]. He could simply go to God with his questions on behalf of the people, and he received an 

immediately answer [Exod. 25:22; 33:11; Num. 7:89; 9:8; 27:5].) 

To the question about what punishment that man had to undergo for gathering firewood on 

the Sabbath day, Yahweh answered Moses that he had to be stoned. So Israel stoned him. 

Outside the camp, of course. 

 

As we can see, the three passages fit completely with each other. All three have the same 

scope, namely, to imprint upon Israel the need for respecting the Horeb covenant. All of the 

commandments imposed through that covenant had to be honored with respect. Including the 

Sabbath commandment. Especially that one. For if there was one commandment that was 

intended to remind Israel of the Horeb covenant, it was that one. With extra force. In that 

institution was concentrated the entire covenant between God and the Israelites, and between 

them mutually. 

That wood gatherer committed sacrilege covenant breaking against Yahweh and his people. 

When you grasp that, you will no longer consider his punishment barbaric. 

 

Conclusion: Genesis 2:3: the Sabbath day is not a creation ordinance 

 

From the Scripture passages we have discussed, we learn that observing the Sabbath day was 

imposed upon Israel at the time of “Horeb.” We have also seen that a particular preparation 

occurred for that assignment at the beginning of the manna miracle (Exod. 16), but that the 

institution of celebrating the weekly Sabbath day occurred at Horeb, with the proclamation of the 

fourth of the Ten Words of the covenant (Exod. 20). 

Whoever agrees with this conclusion will have no difficulty understanding the next Scripture 

passage that we will now discuss before we return to Leviticus 23. 

This passage reads as follows: “And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because 

on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (Gen. 2:3, NIV). 

In the past, people appealed to this verse as proof that the celebration of the Sabbath day after 

six days of work was imposed upon humanity already at creation. This has become a rather 

general sentiment, spread by way of study books and popular writing. All people are supposedly 

“bound in their conscience by God” to “the observance of a holy day.” This supposedly shows 

the foundation of this celebration in creation, thus, as an act of God that is valid for the whole 

world, as long as it exists. This is supposedly a “universal ordinance of God over all creatures.” 

Even though this opinion is advocated in our day as well, the insight is gaining ground that 

this was incorrect. We agree with that insight. First, because it rests on a misunderstanding 

regarding Genesis 2:3, and second, because it does not fit with other facts. 

We begin with the latter reason. People insist with conviction that an “after effect” of such an 

institution of the Sabbath day existed by means of an alleged Paradise-tradition among pagan 

nations. But the opposite appears to be the case. The “Sabbath” was a Hebrew institution. The 

Israelite celebration of a Sabbath day was entirely unique in the ancient Near East. With this fact 

we find a corresponding reality that we never hear the Old Testament prophets, who announce 

judgment to the pagan nations, accuse them of not observing the Sabbath day. Every appeal and 

summons to repentance and return to observing such a commandment that supposedly dates from 

the time of Paradise is absent. In fact, any report of a kind of celebration of a Sabbath day by 

believers in the time of Enosh, by Noah, by Abraham and his household, and by the Israelites 

before “Horeb,” is similarly absent. This latter fact gives us pause. 



But more important is what Scripture teaches positively. Whoever takes the Pentateuch in 

hand does well to open it at the book of Exodus. There the great history of “Horeb” is narrated 

for us, how Yahweh made the Sinai covenant with the Israelites. 

And the books of Leviticus and Numbers provide us now with the sequel to Exodus, when 

they tells us about the extended Torah under which the Israelites were placed with regard to the 

sacrificial ministry and the priestly ministry, the purity laws and food laws, etc. (Leviticus), and 

how, armed in this way against the dangers of Canaanite religious practice, Israel marched 

onward from Horeb (Numbers). 

And the book of Genesis was the prologue to that book of Exodus. In that former book, Israel 

received a description of what God had already done for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. How God 

had already made a covenant with them. Earlier, how God had saved Abraham from the 

corrupted post-Flood world. Still earlier, how God had saved Noah from a corrupted pre-Flood 

world. And how sin and death had come into the world. And earliest of all, how good God had 

created everything. 

The account about this creation is thus the first passage included in Holy Scripture for the 

people of Israel. That conclusion follows directly from our overview. We can see that as well in 

the introduction, in Scripture, of the name Yahweh. That occurred for the first time in Genesis 

2:4. When first, the creation of heaven and earth by God—at that point we read only of ʾĕlōhîm, 

God, the divine name used universally in the Semitic world—is narrated, it is then said: and this 

ʾĕlōhîm is now Yahweh. He is the same God who is known among us, Israelites, as Yahweh. 

This was a privilege that was given to none of our ancestors, not even to Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob. God said to Moses: I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God the Almighty, but I 

was not known to them by my name Yahweh (Exod. 6:12). 

This introduction of the use of the name Yahweh in the book of Genesis—translated into 

English by means of the not-so-felicitous term LORD—is inaugurated precisely in the verse 

following our passage, i.e., in Genesis 2:4. There the instruction begins that is sustained 

throughout the rest of Genesis, from which the Israelite readers and hearers would discern that 

this almighty ʾĕlōhîm was none other than the God of the burning bush, of “Horeb,” namely, 

Yahweh. 

So then, this inaugurated usage found in Genesis 2:4 is preceded immediately by our text, 

Genesis 2:3: “And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all 

the work of creating that he had done” (NIV). 

If we would narrowly fixate on the sequence of Bible chapters, and say: “Now, in Genesis 

2—far earlier than Exodus 20, therefore—we read that God had set apart the seventh day as a 

day for himself,” then we would be grasping at straws. In Holy Scripture, we find “proleptic 

reports” more often. To give but one example: in Numbers 21:1–3, we read that the king of Arad, 

from the Negev region, fought against the Israelites and took some of them prisoner, but the 

Israelites killed the Canaanites of that region with the ban of total extermination. “So the place 

was named Hormah.” This name comes from the Hebrew consonants ḥrm, the word for “ban.” If 

we were not alert, we would easily think that this Israelite punishment expedition had occurred 

immediately after the appearance of that king of Arad. But further investigation shows that Israel 

had applied the ban to that region only later (Judges 1:17). Therefore we do well occasionally to 

add the word “later” at least in our thinking as we read something like this. For example, in 

Numbers 21, we should understand that the king of Arad from the Negev had taken some 

Israelites prisoner, but the Israelites—later!—applied the ban of extermination to this place, and 

called the place Hormah. At that time, that earlier reproach was erased. 



If we agree that the author of Genesis permitted himself in 2:3 to speak in a proleptic manner, 

then every objection falls away. We then read Genesis 2:3 simply with the word “later” in our 

mind, understanding the author of Genesis to be explaining merely this: And this is now the 

reason why God later, at Horeb, by means of proclaiming the Fourth Commandment, made the 

seventh day a blessing for us, Israelites, and a holy day for himself, devoted to his service and 

praise. “Because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (NIV). The same 

reference that we find at Horeb, in the Fourth Commandment (Exod. 20:11). 

The author of Genesis permitted himself such a pastorally explanatory addition not only in 

Genesis 2:3 (for which reason we now receive at Horeb the Sabbath day on the seventh day), but 

also in Genesis 2:4 (introduction of the name Yahweh), as well as in Genesis 2:24 (therefore a 

man shall leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife and they shall be one flesh). 

 

Leviticus 23:1–3: Introduction to the chapter about the feasts 

 

Looking back, we can observe that God had accustomed the Israelites little by little to 

recalling the Horeb covenant by means of special days, weeks, months, etc., in which the number 

seven regularly appeared. 

He began doing that already in Egypt. The Passover was instituted there, as an annual 

memorial. “Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread.” “On the first day you shall hold a holy 

assembly, and on the seventh day a holy assembly. No work shall be done on those days. But 

what everyone needs to eat, that alone may be prepared by you” (Exod. 12:14–16). 

He continued with that in the wilderness, by instituting a kind of rest on every seventh day 

(after the first appearance of manna). At that point it was simply a partial and very specific rest, 

namely, from gathering manna (Exod. 16). 

He went still further at Horeb, by prescribing, in connection with making the covenant there, 

general rest on that seventh day (Exod. 20:10–11). 

And he moved much further in Leviticus 23–25, when he gave Israel an entire cycle of 

Sabbaths occurring at various times, but all of the same nature. All governed by the notion of 

rest, whether from this or that activity. All of them bore the same signature: they all bore the 

number seven as God’s divine stamp. 

 

We come now to Leviticus 23:1–3. 

By way of introducing his commands regarding Passover, etc., that will follow, in the first 

three verses of this chapter, Yahweh established the day of the weekly Sabbath as a model. For 

the rest, he did not say all that much more about that weekly Sabbath day itself. More instruction 

was unnecessary. He was now interested in those broader sabbatical circles. With those in view, 

he said in verse 2: “These are the appointed feasts of the LORD that you shall proclaim as holy 

convocations; they are my appointed feasts.” 

We must discuss the word “feast.” We have a good opportunity for doing that in connection 

with the Hebrew word that is translated as “feasts.” We should translate the Hebrew word môʿēd 

more accurately as “time” (and the plural môʿĕdîm as “times”). For a “feast” in our sense of the 

word, the Israelites used the word ḥāg, a cognate of the verb ḥāgag, to dance. But a môʿēd like 

the Great Day of Atonement was not an occasion for dancing, but especially for fasting (see 

chapter 22). The Hebrew word môʿēd meant simply a fixed time, as we see from Psalm 75:2, 

where God declared in his sovereignty: “At the set time that I appoint I will judge with equity.” 



We express it this way: God comes in his own time. Genesis 1:14 and Psalm 104:19a teach us 

that God used heavenly bodies to indicate fixed times (days, months, seasons) for people. 

Strictly speaking, the translation “times” would be the best, since it is the most neutral. 

Nevertheless, in view of the practical usage (the word “feasts” has become standard) and in view 

of the joyful occasions that will be discussed in Leviticus 23 (Passover, etc.), we believe it is 

helpful to continue rendering môʿĕdîm as “appointed feasts.” 

In somewhat paraphrastic translation, Leviticus 23:2 says: “The appointed feasts for Yahweh, 

to which you will be summoned, will be convocations that are to remain reserved for him. They 

are the following. My feasts.” 

 

From the frequently mentioned Book of the Covenant, we know that at Horeb Moses wrote 

that shortly after announcing the Ten Words to the Israelites, God spoke about three annual 

feasts. The first time before the intermezzo with the golden calf (Exod. 23:14–17), and the 

second time after that episode (Exod. 34:18–26). In what connection did he do that, in each 

instance? In connection with Canaanitism. The conclusion of the Book of the Covenant was 

clearly anti-Canaanite. The repetition of that conclusion appeared to have been very necessary, 

given the episode of the golden calf. We must remember that the Canaanites would also have had 

their sanctuaries with altars and sacrifices. And most likely their feasts as well, which they 

celebrated at fixed times in connection with phenomena of nature. Apparently during the harvest 

of one year they saw to ensuring a good harvest in the following year by means of the ceremony 

of boiling a kid in its mother’s milk. God would have had his wise reasons for prescribing at that 

point three feasts for Israel, who stood at Horeb ready within a short time to enter the land of 

Canaan. 

So then, it appears that God was looking back to those earlier mentioned three feasts and 

recalling their tangible anti-Canaanite secondary purpose when here at the beginning of Leviticus 

23, a chapter dealing with the same three feasts, he issued the explicit demand that these were 

feasts for him, Yahweh. Reserved for him, and thereby holy. When the Israelites were 

summoned to the feasts by the priests of Yahweh with their silver trumpets (Num. 10:1–10), they 

were in fact to celebrate those feasts simply and only as people of Yahweh. In faithfulness to his 

Horeb covenant. Here again we should notice the shift from the third person to the first person, 

so characteristic for covenantal language. Notice as well the great urgency with which Yahweh is 

speaking. With all due respect, it seems as if Yahweh were stumbling over his words, as though 

he were interrupting himself. After the words, “as follows” (or: “these are those feasts”), we 

would actually have expected a summary. That does come later, but first we get another 

reminder: “My feasts!” 

From this we learn God’s purpose in instituting his feasts. The same as with the institution of 

his weekly Sabbath days. To drill into them his Horeb covenant! The same purpose behind those 

other means of instruction about which the Torah speaks and through which it functioned as a 

paidagogus (Gal. 3:24) to keep Israel close to Yahweh and to preserve Israel for his service. The 

same purpose as the prohibition of certain foods, the commands regarding purification, 

instruction about tassels or cords on the corners of their garments, the same as the prescription 

about animals pulling a plow, seed in the field, etc. Observe my Horeb covenant! 

That is what God intended, also with the instituting of his feasts. 

 

The reminder of Israel’s weekly Sabbath day had to serve to bind this upon the hearts of the 

Israelites as well. For then the Israelites could understand that much better what kind of character 



those feasts would have to demonstrate, and what divine intention lay behind them. For they had 

heard frequently about the weekly Sabbath days, and they were being observed faithfully already 

by this time. Therefore these are used now as a teaching tool. We read in verse 3: “Six days shall 

work be done, but on the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn [better: complete] rest, a holy 

convocation. You shall do no work. It is a Sabbath to the LORD in all your dwelling places.” 

Everyone would have recognized in these words the description of a weekly Sabbath day. On 

that day, complete rest had to occur as though during the midday heat or during the evening 

hours of darkness. Literally it says: “rest of the rest” (šabbāt šabbātōwn). This was the Hebrew 

way of expressing the superlative grade. For example, the most beautiful song was “the songs of 

songs” (Song of Sol. 1:1). We would translate the phrase in Leviticus 23:3, “complete rest.” 

In this way it is being indicated once again what kind of character those feasts were to exhibit 

on account of their days of complete rest as occurred on the Sabbath days, and what purpose they 

had, namely, to focus attention on Yahweh and his Horeb covenant. For in a thousand and one 

ways God was summoning his ancient church: Abide with me! 

 

1. The Feast of Passover (Lev. 23:4–14) 

 

As we know, this feast was instituted in Egypt. But the celebration of this feast would have 

come into its own later. Therefore we will discuss first the original institution of the Passover, 

and second, its later celebration. And thirdly, we will attempt to understand the symbolic 

significance of the Passover. 

 

1.1 The institution of the Passover 

 

We can read about this in Exodus 12, immediately after the tenth plague was announced in 

Exodus 11. The institution of the Passover is described in Exodus 12:1–28, followed by the story 

in Exodus 12:29–42 about the execution of the punishment announced earlier, namely, the death 

of the firstborn. The large chapter of Exodus 12 is concluded with several regulations about the 

Passover. To this was added Exodus 13:3–10, regarding eating unleavened bread. 

In this connection we are immediately reminded of the deep distress in Egypt from which 

Israel was delivered. And in what an impressive manner this occurred. When it was really God’s 

time to act, his arm appeared strong and powerful, unlike ours, and his hand mighty and 

effective, unlike ours. He delivered Israel “by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by 

great deeds of terror” (Deut. 4:34). Terrible. This is talked about all the way to the last book of 

the Bible, Revelation to John. 

Israel was led out in the month of Abib. You can find the meaning of this name in Exodus 

9:31 and Leviticus 2:14: the barley was “in the ear.” After the captivity, people used the name 

“Nisan” (Neh. 2:1; Esther 3:7), the Babylonian name of the harvest month. 

From the time of Egypt on, the Israelites were to count the months of the year from this 

month on as the first (Exod. 12:2). 

On the tenth day of the month they were to set apart a male animal from their livestock (a 

sheep or a goat), one without defect and one year old. The characteristic feature was that of 

perfection or completeness, including the number ten. Later it appears to have become customary 

for people not to slaughter little goats on the occasion of the Passover, but exclusively lambs. 

The prescription was: one lamb per family. Was the family too small to eat a lamb, then they 

were to join together with a neighboring family. 



The lamb had to be slaughtered on the fourteenth day of the month. The number fourteen is, 

of course, 2 x 7, and thus twice the number characteristic of the subsequent Horeb covenant. The 

slaughtering had to occur “between the two evenings,” as we read literally in the Hebrew. Some 

versions speak of “twilight,” and in view of Deuteronomy 16:6, this is entirely correct. 

The blood of the lamb had to be collected in a bowl, and some of it was to be smeared on the 

lintel and both posts on either side of the door of the house, using a bundle of hyssop. Not on the 

threshold, of course, otherwise people might have walked on that blood. Due to the blood, those 

in the house would be spared when Yahweh struck all the firstborn in Egypt. 

When people prepared the lamb for the meal, they were not to cut it in pieces, but leave it 

whole. Therefore it was not to be boiled in water, which would have required it to be cut into 

pieces, but it had to be roasted long enough so that the meat was done. 

People were supposed to eat their lamb in their own houses. None of it was to be left behind 

in the house. If any meat remained, then it was to be burned up. 

No uncircumcised person was permitted to participate in the meal. 

Along with the lamb’s meat, they were to use bitter herbs and unleavened bread. And finally, 

the Israelites were to eat the Passover with their loins girded, which means with their upper 

garment tied up at the waist with a belt, with shoes on their feet, and with their staff in their 

hand. In other words, ready to travel with haste. 

 

1.2 Later celebration of the Passover 

  

It is obvious that there was a difference between the first celebration of the Passover in 

Egypt, and the celebration that occurred later. For example, during the departure from Egypt, 

people could certainly not have observed the prescribed rest on the first and the seventh days. 

And later the smearing of blood on the lintel and side posts of the door of the house would have 

been omitted, as was the celebration of the Passover in travel uniform. 

More important is the alteration that occurred later with respect to the slaughtering of lambs. 

At that time, this was not allowed to happen anywhere else than in connection with the 

sanctuary. Moses had commanded this before he died, with a view to the future when Israel 

would be living in Canaan (Deut. 16:5–8). In fact, at the time Israel was staying at Horeb, God 

commanded that the three feasts—Passover, Pentecost, and Booths—were later to be celebrated 

“before the face of Yahweh.” For that purpose, all men were to appear before him three times 

each year. We read this already in the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 23:14–17). So the Passover 

was supposed to be a pilgrim festival, and was not able to be celebrated by the entire 

congregation, including mothers and children. 

Exodus 12 remains fundamentally significant, therefore. Indeed. But whereas some things 

mentioned there appeared later to have been temporary, other things were later given their full 

due. And new things were added. Especially the latter is in view in our current passage, Leviticus 

23:5–14, when it not only prescribes that on the fourteenth day of the first month the Passover 

was supposed to be held, and that for seven days thereafter, a great burnt offering—which you 

can find described in Numbers 28:16–25—would have to be brought each day, but also that later, 

in Canaan, “on the day after the Sabbath,” “the sheaf of firstfruits of the harvest” was to be 

brought to the priest, and he was to wave the sheaf before Yahweh (Lev. 23:10–11; for the grain 

offering). 

 

1.3 The symbolic significance of the Passover 



 

The Passover also held before Israel the lesson that Yahweh wanted to be a God of life for 

his people. Passover was a real festival of life. Note the following. 

 

1.3.1 You can see this already in both of the names used for this feast: Passover and the Feast 

of Unleavened Bread. For the feast is called each of these. The former name is indeed used more 

frequently especially to designate the first day—although the Passover meal was accompanied by 

unleavened bread—and the second is used to identify other days. 

The former name, Passover, comes from the Hebrew word pesaḥ, that probably meant to leap 

over, and later to pass over, to spare. This latter meaning fits very well with Yahweh’s promise 

given in Egypt: When I see its blood, I will pass by (Exod. 12:13; cf. 12:27). God gave the blood 

of the Passover lamb to the Israelites so that they would by protected by it, against the terrible 

tenth plague. This plague involved the death of every male firstborn among people and livestock 

belonging to the Egyptians. “And there was a great cry in Egypt, for there was not a house where 

someone was not dead” (Exod. 12:30). Simply by means of recalling this event, the annual 

Passover proclaimed that Yahweh had been a God of life for his people. 

The second name for the feast was “the Feast of Unleavened Bread.” This bread was called 

in Hebrew maṣṣōwt, from which the familiar Jewish term matzot comes. Here as well, the 

symbolic meaning is not difficult to identify. We have discussed frequently the divine command 

that at specific occasions, Israel was supposed to prepare only unleavened bread, and that the 

clear intent of this was that death and decay had no place in connection with Yahweh and the 

people of Yahweh. The institution that in the month of Abib Israel was to eat nothing but 

unleavened bread for seven days, in fact, that no yeast was permitted in their houses, had a clear 

pedagogical purpose (Exod. 13:8), namely, that God had saved his own people out of Egypt, out 

of the power of death and destruction, so that she would be his holy people and therefore would 

not commit sin at pagan altars and carved images (Deut. 7:5–8). Israel had risen from the dead, 

as it were. Therefore no pagan grieving practices were suitable for Israel (Deut. 14:1). 

 

1.3.2 Take note, next, of the Passover lamb, and what was supposed to happen with that: first, 

slaughtered, and second, eaten. 

Regarding the first, we cannot deny that the slaughter of the Passover lamb bore the character 

of a sacrifice. This was at one time disputed among Roman Catholics and Protestants. According 

to the former, the mass was a repetition of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. To show the Scriptural 

character of this teaching, they appealed to, among other things, the Passover lamb that was 

repeatedly slaughtered after Egypt, not only for a meal but also as a sacrifice of atonement. If 

only their Protestant opponents at that time had specifically pointed to the symbolic and 

inadequate nature of the Old Testament Passover sacrifice, which means that this sacrifice, 

together with all the others since “the foundation of the world” (see Exodus, 304–311, for the 

meaning of this phrase) had to be slaughtered by necessity again and again, and if only in this 

context they had pointed to the fulfillment of this shadow by Christ’s “once for all” sacrifice, his 

“one time” sacrifice (Heb. 7:27; 9:28), this would have been sufficient. But in their zeal to 

remove every Scriptural basis for the aforementioned Roman Catholic doctrine, unfortunately 

various Protestants went so far as to deny that the slaughter of the Passover lamb, both in Egypt 

and later, had any sacrificial character at all. To be honest, this was a mistake. For not only was 

the slaughtered Passover lamb called a sacrifice offering (zebaḥ) both in Egypt and later (Exod. 

12:27), but the Israelites in Egypt were, as we say, spared by the blood that was smeared on the 



lintel and on the posts of the door, from the wrath of God and from the death of their firstborn. 

That was due to the (symbolic) atonement and covering of the Israelites through the lamb’s 

blood. Whereas it cannot be doubted that in what followed, the slaughter of the Passover lamb 

bore the character of an atonement sacrifice, since, first of all, this lamb was called a sacrificial 

gift (qorban) in Numbers 9:7; secondly, it had to be slaughtered in connection with the sanctuary 

(Deut. 16:5–6); and thirdly, its blood had to be thrown (zāraq) against the altar—unlike the sin 

offering, but nonetheless like a burnt offering, peace offering, and guilt offering (2 Chron. 20:16; 

35:11). Whereas here, finally, we may recall the word of the apostle: For our Passover has also 

be slain (thuein), namely, Christ (1 Cor. 5:7), and this was done according to God’s manifest will 

that our Savior would die “at the feast,” something that despite every counter move by the 

Jewish leaders, did indeed happen (Matt. 26:5; John 19:14, 36; Acts 2:23). 

The preaching of the gospel of atonement was certainly present in the Passover sacrifice. 

This feature is certainly shared with all the other peace offerings, to which class the Passover 

sacrifice belonged, in view of the meal that must be seen in connection with it. 

Nevertheless, this atonement sermon, no matter how improper it would be for us to neglect it, 

was not the characteristic element of the Passover sacrifice, just as it was not characteristic of all 

other peace offerings that we discussed in connection with the sacrifice Torah. That chief mark 

was rather the assurance that the Israelites received by means of the meal, that there was peace 

and communion between Yahweh and them. God had rescued them from death in Egypt, so that 

they would enjoy a paradisal future with him. Therefore, Passover was a feast in connection with 

which the Hallel (Pss. 113–118) was joyfully sung (Matt. 26:30; 1 Cor. 10:18), as though it were 

a feast of thanksgiving, which in truth it was. 

As they ate, the Israelites were not only being assured through the Passover meal of their 

peace and communion with God, but also of the same blessings with one another. The meal 

pointed to that, but so did eating the lamb that had to be left intact as much as possible. This was 

something relevant not to the eating, but to the preparing of the lamb. It was not permitted to be 

divided into pieces, not even boiled, but it had to be roasted. And when a family was too small to 

eat the entire lamb, it had to share it with a neighbor. At the same time, no bone of the lamb was 

to be broken. This pertained to its preparation. The lamb had to be presented whole. No part of 

the lamb was to be taken outside the house. All of this would have been related to strengthening 

the mutual fellowship of the Israelites. Compare this with the word of the apostle. Because we 

eat one bread, we who are many are one body; for we all share in the one bread (1 Cor. 5:7). 

 

Let us remember in this connection, finally, that no single Israelite was permitted to abstain 

from eating the Passover lamb, on pain of death. For those who on account of uncleanness were 

prevented from sitting at the Passover meal at the usual time, there was a second opportunity a 

month later for celebrating the Passover (Num. 9). No uncircumcised person was permitted to 

share in the meal. Only members of Israel. 

It is clear that by means of instituting the communal eating of one Passover lamb, as it were, 

God was binding upon the heart of his ancient church in a powerful way the command for 

exercising mutual fellowship and peace. 

 

1.3.3 In addition to the meat of the Passover lamb, unleavened bread and bitter herbs were 

eaten in the Passover meal [see Exod. 12:8]. 

Regarding the symbolism of eating bread without yeast, we need say nothing further. The 

same divine intention lay behind the bitter herbs. The Hebrew word used for these herbs 



(mĕrōrîm), would have reminded the Israelites immediately of Exodus 1:14: the Egyptians made 

their lives bitter (yĕmorrû). Compare, in this connection, the statement of Naomi: “Do not call 

me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me” (Ruth 1:20), and note 

as well the phrase “bread of affliction” in reference to unleavened bread (Deut. 16:3). 

What should we understand by these bitter herbs? We know that it was customary among the 

Egyptians to dip bread in a mixture of fresh herbs and vinegar in connection with their meals. 

Clearly the Jews adopted this custom. Bitter herbs are used with Jewish meals and are eaten by 

many Jews in the East along with morsels of bread. Chicory (Cichorium intybus), endives 

(Cichorium endivia), watercress (Nasturtium officinale), garden lettuce (Lactuca sativa), and 

sour weed (Rumex acetosella) were among the bitter herbs that people usually associate with the 

Passover meal of the Jews. Most of them grow wild in Egypt and in the Near East. 

 

1.3.4 We also mentioned God’s command that later in Canaan, Israel was to bring the 

firstfruits sheaf of harvest to the priest in connection with the Passover feast (Lev. 23:10–11). 

This ceremony fit entirely with the beautiful month of Abib. You can count on the fact that when 

they left Egypt, the Israelites walked among the anemones and the lilies. Later as well, no month 

was more beautiful for celebrating the first feast of the year than the month of Abib. Even the 

barren places in the wilderness of Palestine were for a brief time renewed as a blooming 

Paradise. The flax was blooming at that time. And the grain, at least the barley, which was the 

earliest grain of the year, earlier than wheat, was ripening. Passover Feast, Feast of Booths! At 

that time the firstfruits sheaf of the new harvest was offered to Israel’s good God. This was 

actually the consecration of the entire future harvest, placed with gratitude in the hands of 

Yahweh. According to the rule: if the firstfruits are holy, then so is the dough, and if the root is 

holy, then the branches are as well (Rom. 11:16). 

In connection with this sacrificing of the firstfruits sheaf, it was most fitting to remember 

with thanksgiving the preservation of Israel’s firstborn in Egypt. When the Israelites walked out 

of Egypt, all the Egyptians were busy burying their dead (Num. 33:3–4). When in Exodus 12 the 

institution of the Passover is narrated for the first time, immediately following we find in Exodus 

13 the law of the firstborn. 

No wonder that God commanded Israel from that time on to number the months of the year 

from the month of Abib as the first (Exod. 12:2). 

 

1.3.5 We conclude with a few comments about the times of the Passover feast. 

 

As has been said, on the tenth of the month a perfect one-year old male lamb was supposed 

to be selected from the flock. How young and strong such an animal was! We already pointed to 

the correspondence of the symbolism of the number ten and that of the youth and perfection of 

the whole one-year old male lamb. That is what our Savior was, when he offered himself in 

death for us. In the strength of his years (1 Pet. 1:19). 

Why was this lamb to be held for exactly four days in isolation? Some have answered: 

because four generations of Israelites had lived in Egypt (Gen. 15:16). This strikes us as 

artificial. The issue appears to us to have been simply this. In order to move from the symbolic 

number ten to the other symbolic number fourteen (2 x 7, very holy), four days had to be added 

to the ten. (Compare this with the calculation of the [symbolic] times of uncleanness for a mother 

who had just given birth. In order to move from the symbolic number seven to the symbolic 



number forty, thirty-three days had to be added, and in order to move from the symbolic number 

fourteen [2 x 7] to the symbolic number eighty [2 x 40], sixty-six days had to be added. 

The number ten symbolized perfection, while the number seven is the number of the 

covenant and of holiness. The Passover feast was identified thereby as a genuine covenant feast. 

Although it was instituted already in Egypt, it was completely included later in the Torah of 

Horeb, just as the feast of Pentecost and of Booths (Exod. 23:14–17; 34:18–26; Lev. 23:5–44). 

These were feasts that belonged to the Horeb covenant. Therefore the number seven was 

involved with each of them. 

The number seven as the signature of covenant and holiness was stamped upon the Passover 

feast in yet another way. 

On the fifteenth day of the month of Abib, the seven days of unleavened bread began. Even 

though in connection with the Passover meal, on the fourteenth, nothing but unleavened bread 

was eaten. But those seven days were often identified especially by that phrase. They were 

counted from the fifteenth, the day on which Israel was kept alive and came forth out of Egypt, 

and the Egyptians were busy with their dead. 

That week began with this fifteenth day, when the great sacrifices were brought each day, 

about which you can read in Number 28:19–25. The first day of this week, the fifteenth, was a 

complete Sabbath day. So was the last day of this week (Lev. 23:7–8). 

On the second day of Passover week, on the sixteenth of Abib, the presentation of the 

firstfruits sheaf occurred. Naturally not by themselves, but on the perpetually required basis of a 

burnt sacrifice. This is prescribed extensively in Leviticus 23:12. 

We have already commented that the firstfruits sheaf consisted of barley, because the barley 

ripened before the wheat (Ruth 1:22; 2:23). 

With this, we have said enough about the Passover feast of the Israelites. The Israelite fathers 

were supposed to explain it to their children as well (Exod. 12:26; 13:8). 

It was instituted already in Egypt, but later we see how through this Passover feast God had 

prudently prepared the Israelites for the establishing of the Horeb covenant. This feast was 

therefore explicitly identified with this covenant by our Savior. When Christ instituted the Lord’s 

Supper, he said that the cup associated with this meal was the cup of the new covenant, of which 

he was the Surety (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25). Through his suffering 

and death, the old covenant—the covenant of Horeb—became obsolete. Today it would no 

longer be fitting for us to celebrate Passover. For instruction in the new covenant, of which Jesus 

has become the Surety, the Holy Spirit today no longer uses lambs and their blood, nor 

unleavened bread with bitter herbs, nor any of the symbolic numbers seven, ten, fourteen, and 

twenty-one, nor Sabbath days and festival weeks, to say nothing of the presentation of firstfruits 

sheaf. All that old symbolism and practice, no matter how beautiful it was, is past. Now we may 

know the gospel of Christ, who died for our sins and through his resurrection has brought us life 

and immortality. 

 

2. The Feast of Pentecost (Lev. 23:15–22) 

 

The feasts of Passover and Pentecost were intimately connected. Both were genuine festivals 

of life. Except that with Passover, more emphasis fell on the beginning of life—think of the 

deliverance from Egypt and the initial gift of the grain harvest—while with Pentecost, more 

emphasis fell on the progress and sustenance of life. 



For purposes of illuminating the similarities and the differences between Passover and 

Pentecost, we will look first at the time of the feast of Pentecost, secondly, at the names, and 

thirdly, the sacrifices that were to be brought on the occasion of this feast. 

 

2.1 The time of the Pentecost feast 

 

In contrast to the feast of Passover, the feast of Pentecost was celebrated for one day. It 

concluded the time of the grain harvest. This lasted for seven weeks, a period that might seem 

somewhat long to us, but we should not forget that the threshing of the grain occurred during the 

same time (Ruth 3:2). 

The time began with that day of the week of Passover when the firstfruits sheaf was brought 

to Yahweh. From that day people counted fifty days, during which there were seven “complete 

Sabbaths” (Lev. 23:15). That is how they came up with the day for celebrating the feast of 

Pentecost, by counting from Passover. From this we see clearly the dependence of the feast of 

Pentecost on the feast of Passover. 

The reader will have noticed by now the covenant signature that this feast bore as well, with 

the number 7 x 7. Consequently, in this way ancient Israel was reminded again of God’s Horeb 

covenant. Indeed. But the Jewish custom of recalling on Pentecost the proclamation of the Ten 

Words at Horeb arose much later, after the turn from BC to AD. You read nothing about that in 

Holy Scripture. 

 

2.2 The names of the Pentecost feast 

 

Actually the name “Pentecost,” which we have maintained for ease of reference, is not very 

suitable. For it comes not from the Hebrew, but from the Greek (pentekostē, fiftieth day). This 

Greek word leads us to think automatically of the event in Acts 2, the outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit, which would not be suitable. The passages in the Torah, where the Hebrew name for this 

feast is used, are the following. 

 

Exodus 23:16: the feast of harvest, of the firstfruits of your labor 

Exodus 34:22: the feast of weeks, the firstfruits of the wheat harvest 

(Leviticus 23 does not mention a specific name, though it discusses this feast in verses 15–

21) 

Numbers 28:26: the day of firstfruits; your feast of weeks (literally, your weeks) 

Deuteronomy 16:10: the feast of weeks 

 

Here as well, we see once again the correspondence and difference between the feasts of 

Passover and Pentecost. 

Both were harvest festivals and they spoke of God’s delight in Israel’s life and well being. 

But whereas the feast of Passover opened the grain harvest, the feast of Pentecost concluded 

the harvest. At the feast of Passover, only a sheaf of barley was brought to Yahweh as firstfruit, 

while at the feast of Pentecost, bread was offered, baked bread. And at the feast of Passover 

Israel was supposed to present to Yahweh only something of the earliest ripened grain, namely, 

of barley, while at the feast of Pentecost something of the last ripened grain was brought, 

namely, wheat. 



Between them lay forty-nine days, or seven weeks. The feast of Pentecost was, namely, after 

that. In this manner God definitely wanted to focus attention on himself as the God of the 

number seven, of the covenant that he had made at Horeb, where he showed Israel that he 

wanted not only to deliver Israel from the death of Egypt, but also to care faithfully for her and 

protect her. 

To protect her especially from the lurking danger of Canaanite paganism where it confronted 

Israel precisely at those points of life, eating, and food. 

Let us consider carefully the passages where we saw the feast of Pentecost mentioned. There 

were three of them. 

1. Exodus 23:16. This appears in the conclusion of the Book of the Covenant, which warned 

vigorously against Canaanitism. 

2. Exodus 34:22. 

3. Leviticus 23:15–21. This belongs to that part of a book in which, from chapter 11 onward, 

the command is laid upon the heart of Israel: Be separate! 

Whereas the pagans surrounding Israel ascribed their weal and woe, including their harvests, 

to (impersonal) natural forces, Israel’s harvest was enclosed by God between Passover and 

Pentecost and thereby Israel’s attention was being claimed by means of Pentecost for Passover, 

and by means of Passover directed back to a verifiable history, to a genuine historical fact, to the 

redemptive deed of their (personal) God, to Israel’s deliverance from Egypt by Yahweh. 

The pagan feasts with their cultic dramas were obnoxiously annoying mythological 

reenactments of their deity fantasized as annually dying and resurrecting. 

In direct contradiction, the feast of Passover with its related feast of Pentecost supplied 

memorial instruction regarding Yahweh, the Deliverer from Egypt, the Covenant Maker of 

Horeb. 

 

2.3 The sacrifices at the Pentecost feast 

 

The feast of Pentecost concluded a period that had begun with the feast of Passover. That 

connection was visible everywhere. 

For example, in the relationship between barley and wheat, as between earlier and later kinds 

of grain. Only a sheaf of the former was to be presented to God, while a loaf, even two loaves, of 

bread were to be presented. In addition, these Pentecost loaves were not unleavened, but 

leavened. Deliciously prepared. Ready to be eaten. Moreover, they were not laid on the altar 

(after all, they were leavened!), but after being “waved” they were given to the (ministering?) 

priest. The relationship between the feasts of Passover and Pentecost was evident from 

something else as well, namely, as the beginning and end of the following phenomena. The 

barley of Passover was called in Hebrew an ʿōmer (Lev. 23:15). And the second tithe of an 

ephah of fine flour, from which the two Pentecost loaves were to be baked, could similarly be 

called two ʿōmers. The word ʿōmer could be the term for both sheaf and for a unit of weight 

(Exod. 16:36; an ʿōmer was 1/10 of an ephah). Again we have the ratio of 1:2, of less to more, of 

single to double (Lev. 23:17). 

This same relationship, between beginning and end, less and more, was present in the 

(bloody) sacrifices accompanied by the sheaf of Passover and the loaves of Pentecost. In addition 

to the firstfruits sheaf of Passover, one sheep as a burnt offering had to be brought, but in 

addition to the two firstfruits loaves of Pentecost two sheep as a peace offering had to be brought, 

although no one other than the priest was permitted to eat from this (Lev. 23:19–20). Not only in 



the ratio of 1:2, but also in the peace offering that, as we saw earlier, was accompanied with 

psalms of praise and thanksgiving, the concluding character of the feast of Pentecost came to 

expression. 

The extent to which the feast of Pentecost was to be seen as the conclusion of a period that 

began with the feast of Passover appears, finally, from the fact that both on all seven days of the 

Passover week and on the single day of the feast of Pentecost, two young bulls, one ram, and 

seven (notice this number again!) one-year old sheep had to be sacrificed (Lev. 23:18; Num. 

28:19–21, 27). (In addition, one goat as a sin offering [Lev. 23:19; Num. 28:22, 30]. In addition, 

at the feast of Pentecost the two sheep already mentioned as a peace offering; at the feast of 

Passover one sheep as a burnt offering.) The line with regard to the sacrifices was obviously 

extended from Passover and tied off at Pentecost. 

 

We need to return for a moment to discuss the two wave loaves. 

The Israelites were supposed to bring these from their “dwelling places,” as Leviticus 23:17 

says. From this people infer that each Israelite family had to bring two loaves from their fresh 

harvest to the sanctuary. But that does not seem very likely. The priests would have been buried 

under the loaves. And because these loaves were not permitted to be burned on the altar (for they 

were leavened!) not to be thrown away (for they were sanctified unto Yahweh), they would 

certainly have become moldy and inedible. Therefore, it seems best to understand the words 

“from your dwelling places” in Leviticus 23:17 to be referring to the future when Israel would be 

living in the promised land. We repeat it once more: the laws of Horeb were given from the 

viewpoint that in a short time Israel would be entering the land of Canaan. The forty-year 

wandering was not supposed to have happened at all. “From your dwelling places” would mean: 

when you have later settled in Canaan. At that time, two Pentecost loaves were to come from 

somewhere. The honor of delivering of those loaves would have been given one time to this 

locale, another time to a different locale. 

Even though only two loaves were to be offered to Yahweh on Pentecost, namely, as a 

symbolic representation of the entire harvest—for if the firstfruits were holy, then so too was the 

entire harvest (cf. Rom. 11:16)—nevertheless each Israelite had the right to honor Yahweh on 

Pentecost with a voluntary offering in addition (Deut. 16:10). It was a festival of thanksgiving 

and honor to Yahweh. Because the relationship to Yahweh and the relationship to the neighbor 

were indissolubly bound together, the poor also had to be remembered with liberality and 

generosity. This explains the prescription: “When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall 

not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest; you shall leave 

them for the poor and for the alien: I am the LORD your God” (Lev. 23:22). Later, when Moses 

had spoken in a similar vein about the voluntary gifts given on Pentecost—except that he 

mentioned at that point the Levite in addition to the widow and the orphan—he concluded this 

way: “Remember that you were a slave in Egypt, and diligently observe these statutes [of 

Passover and Pentecost]” (Deut. 16:12). That was yet another point where attention was paid to 

the social side of God’s institution of the feast of Pentecost. 

Must we also still celebrate the feast of Pentecost? As a day with no “servile labor” (Lev. 

23:21)? As a Sabbath day? 

We have seen that the feast of Passover, to which our Savior pointed emphatically, belonged 

to the old covenant. The same is true of the feast of Pentecost that occurred during the harvest 

season and began with the feast of Passover. In the rabbinic literature, the feast of Pentecost was 

usually called ʿăṣeret, or closing feast. 



Nevertheless, Christians have thought it important to continue to celebrate these feasts. 

Already in the second century there was a serious dispute about the futile question whether they 

were supposed to celebrate the feast of Passover on Friday or on Sunday. Once again, such 

superfluous contention. 

Finally the council of Nicea (325), under pressure from the government—emperor 

Constantine wanted visible unity throughout his empire—took up the matter of regulating the 

celebration of the feast days, and assigned the feast of Passover to Sunday. And the feast of 

Pentecost, forty-nine days later, was also put on Sunday. But the celebration of various feasts 

was not prescribed for us by the Lord’s apostles—quite the contrary, in fact, if you read 

Galatians 4:10 and Colossians 2:16–17. 

 

3. The First Day of the Seventh Month (Lev. 23:23–25) 

 

In this context we would like to follow the same procedure as we did with Pentecost, and pay 

attention to the following: first, the time of this day; second, the names for this day; and third, the 

sacrifices given on this day. 

 

3.1 The time of the First Day of the Seventh Month 

 

God gave Israel the Torah at Horeb, whereby they would be reminded moment by moment of 

the covenant that he made with them. Also by means of the obligation to give to Yahweh the first 

of everything, the first of the barley harvest on Passover, and the first loaves of the wheat harvest 

on Pentecost. He did the same thing with the months of the year. 

Every first day of each month was not a Sabbath day, but it was nonetheless a special day. 

That came to expression in the sacrifices that were supposed to be brought on such a day (Num. 

28:11). Originally it was certainly not a Sabbath day, in view of the sacrifices for that day 

(compare Num. 28:9–10 with 28:11–15), but later it was mentioned in the same context as the 

Sabbath day (2 Kings 4:23; Isa. 1:13; Hos. 2:13; Ezek. 46:1), at a time when the day was 

(occasionally?) free from business activity (Amos 8:5), and when a sacred meal was held (1 

Sam. 20). 

In any case, however, the seventh new moon day was a very special day. For this was the 

first day of the seventh month. Notice again the number seven, the number of the covenant. 

Moreover, this day marked the beginning of the month when most of the holy days of the entire 

year occurred: the Great Day of Atonement, the Feast of Booths, and the Closing Feast. In that 

month, after 7 x 7 years, the year of jubilee was announced. 

We will not discuss this any further. Later Judaism adopted the custom of celebrating New 

Year’s Day on this seventh new moon day, but you will find no clear trace, if any at all, of this in 

Holy Scripture. 

 

3.2 The names of the First Day of the Seventh Month 

 

The First Day of the Seventh Month was identified with more than one name. A general term 

for it is the term šabbātōwn. But the special meaning of this day was expressed in the phrases 

yōwm tĕrûʿâ and zikrōwn tĕrûʿâ. 

 



1. The phrase yōwm tĕrûʿâ is translated as day of gladness or day of the blasts. Yōwm means 

day, and tĕrûʿâ must be explained in such a way that we take into consideration God’s command 

that at certain times, the priests were to blow on the two silver trumpets that Moses had made 

(Num. 10:1–10). Various signals could be given with these trumpets, such as a signal calling the 

entire congregation to assemble at the entrance to the tent of meeting. So it was expected that the 

people would listen to such a signal. But it was also expected that God would listen to such a 

signal, for example, in a time of war. For then as well, the priests had to blow the trumpets and 

thereby the Israelites would be brought to remembrance in the presence of Yahweh their God, 

and be saved from their enemies. 

This institution probably strikes us as strange, because we run the risk of thinking that a 

simple prayer is acceptable to God and is heard by God, when it is uttered aloud. But that 

opinion is not entirely Scriptural. The stones on Aaron’s shoulder- and breast-pieces served to 

bring Israel to God’s remembrance (Exod. 28:12, 29). So too the silver trumpets of the priests in 

times of distress due to enemies (Num. 10:9). So too the daily incense sacrifice, every morning 

and evening, was offered as a continual prayer of the priests who served as Israel’s “mediators.” 

With this in view, Gabriel could say to Zechariah: “Your prayer has been heard” (Luke 1:13). 

With these words, the angle was not referring to the prayer of the multitude in the forecourt, for 

he said: “Your [singular] prayer.” Nor did he have in mind certain words spoken aloud by 

Zechariah. We read nothing about such words. But we do read that as priest, Zechariah was to 

offer up the incense sacrifice (v. 9), that he was to bring scoops of fire to the incense altar and 

scatter the incense on the altar. That was Zechariah’s priestly prayer. “Your prayer.” That is how 

God wished to receive prayer in the old covenant. 

So then, the same was true with respect to that blowing by the priests on the silver trumpets. 

In days of threatening war, God would listen to that (Num. 10:9). But also when the priest blew 

on the trumpet in connection with joyful occasions. Then the promise would be honored: also on 

your days of gladness, at your feasts, and at the beginning of your months, you shall blow the 

trumpets in connection with your burnt offerings and peace offerings. They will serve to bring 

you to remembrance before your God. I am Yahweh your God (Num. 10:10). 

When the trumpets mentioned (ḥṣwṣrt, Num10.2) were used to summon together the people 

or the rulers over the “thousands” of Israel, the trumpets were simply blown, yielding a simple 

long blast. That was intended for the people. But in connection with impending war or with 

feasts, short blasts were sounded, simulating the sound of alarm or excitement. That series of 

short trumpet blasts was for God, serving to “bring Israel in remembrance” of God. 

 

2. The same verb, “to bring into remembrance,” or “cause to remember” (zkr) is part of the 

second phrase for the Seventh New Moon Day, namely, zikrōwn tĕrûʿâ, which the King James 

Version renders as “a memorial of blowing of trumpets,” which seems to us to be an accurate 

translation. This phrase is clear, in light of Exodus 28:12, 29, and Numbers 10:1–10. The seventh 

month was a very important month, since it contained most of the special feast days, including 

the Great Day of Atonement. For this reason, on the first day of this month God received prayers 

of special intensity that he would sanctify and bless this month for his people. It was, as was 

explicitly stated, a special Sabbath day, a šabbātōwn, when a holy convocation was held, all 

servile labor was forbidden, and special sacrifices had to be brought, which were scrupulously 

prescribed (Lev. 23:24–25). 

 

3.3 The sacrifices on the First Day of the Seventh Month 



 

The special character of a day came to expression in various ways, among them in the 

number and size of the offerings that had to be sacrificed on that day. 

Take the Sabbath day, for example, when the sacrifice that had to be brought every day was 

supposed to be doubled (compare Num. 28:1–8 with vv. 9–10). 

The same feature characterized the first day of the seventh month. On that day, not only the 

sacrifice brought on every other ordinary first day of the month—about which you can read in 

Number 28:11–15—but an extra festival sacrifice—about which you can read in Number 19:1–

6—was added. 

It would be unnecessary to point out that we are not supposed to observe the First Day of the 

Seventh Month. By this celebration, Israel was forcefully reminded of their Horeb covenant. 

Think of the number seven. But we no longer live under that covenant. For us all the feasts of the 

seventh month—the Great Day of Atonement, the Feast of Booths, and the Closing Feast—fall 

away, together with the prelude to them, namely, the First Day of the Seventh Month. 

 

4. The Great Day of Atonement (Lev. 23:26–32) 

 

Despite the importance of this day for Israel, we may be brief here. In Chapter 22 we 

discussed this extensively. 

 

4.1 The time of the Great Day of Atonement 

 

This occurred on the tenth day of the seventh month. 

Two numbers whose symbolic purpose is familiar. 

Seven was the number of the covenant, and ten was the number of perfection or 

completeness. The measurements of the holy of holies were ten. On the tenth of the month Abib, 

the perfect gift of the Passover lamb had to be separated from the flock. On the tenth day of the 

seventh month, there was a šabbāt or rest, for the covenant people, for the priests, for the high 

priest, indeed, even for the sanctuary itself with all its accessories, from all purification. (And 

during the Year of Jubilee, on the Great Day of Atonement the trumpet was to be blown 

everywhere [Lev. 25:9].) 

 

4.2 The names of the Great Day of Atonement 

 

1. The first name was šabbāt šabbātōwn, or rest of rests, a Hebrew manner for indicating the 

superlative degree (cf. qodesh qoddesjim, or holy of holies, or most holy; and šîr haššîrîm, or 

song of songs, the highest song). This terminology pointed to the unique character of the Great 

Day of Atonement. Later Jews spoke of yoma rabba, the great day, and currently they often 

speak simply of yoma, the day. 

2. Related to the covering of impurities, the day was also called yōwm hakkippurîm, literally: 

day of atonements (Lev. 23:27–28; 25:9). Kippurîm is plural: atonements. This plural occurs, 

however, not only in connection with the Great Day of Atonement, but also on other occasions 

that involve atonement (Exod. 29:36; 30:10, 16; Num. 5:8, 29). Apparently, this plural was a 

Hebrew way of simply expressing what we would call “the atoning.” 

We studied the manner in which this atoning (kipper) occurred, namely, by covering with a 

dead nepeš that God supplied as a substitute, in connection with our discussion of the sacrifice 



Torah. At this point we should recall the Hebrew word for the atonement covering, namely, 

kapporeth, derived from kipper, to cover, to atone. It was the golden covering on the ark of the 

covenant, Israel’s most holy place of sacrifice, upon and in front of which the high priest 

sprinkled the blood of the animals sacrificed as the sin offering, both for himself and for the 

people, on the Great Day of Atonement (Exodus, p. 227). 

 

4.3 The sacrifices on the Great Day of Atonement 

 

Everyone in Israel had a job to do on this day. 

 

1. First, the high priest. He approached Yahweh in order to cover the sins of the priesthood 

and people (symbolically) on the highest place of sacrifice in Israel. Recall what we wrote about 

this in chapter 22. 

2. But in addition to the sacrifices that had to be brought on that day by the high priest, still 

others had to be brought. For example, the daily burnt sacrifice with everything associated with 

it. This is recalled emphatically in Numbers 29:11. But in addition, on this day the same great 

sacrifice had to be brought that belonged to the First Day of the Seventh New Month, along with 

the usual daily and new month sacrifices, namely, the food and blood sacrifices (compare Num. 

29:8–11 with Num. 29:2–6). 

Now, when we consider the large number of animals that had to be slaughtered on this 

occasion, and all the work that went along with that, including the preparation of the 

accompanying food sacrifices, then everyone will realize that all of this could not have been 

performed by one single person, such as the high priest. Therefore in connection with this second 

kind of labor we think of the priests, and perhaps also the Levites, as having been enlisted. 

3. A task was assigned to the entire people as well. First, the people were to abstain from all 

work. This would have begun already on the evening of the preceding day, or the 9th of the 

month (Lev. 23:32). Moreover, on the Day of Atonement itself there was to be a holy 

convocation (Lev. 23:27). And in the third place, throughout that day people were supposed to 

“humble” themselves. Everyone. Anyone who omitted this would be liable to death (Lev. 23:27, 

29–30). 

The question arises as to what this humbling consisted in. 

Surely fasting would have been part of this. For we read literally that the Israelites had to 

ʿinnâ their “souls,” that is, press themselves down (Lev. 16:29; 23:27). The word “souls” can be 

a general reference here to people or persons, but probably refers at the same time to people’s 

desires, probably for eating and drinking. We find this in Psalm 35:13, for example. What the 

ESV renders as “I afflicted myself with fasting,” is literally, “I humbled my soul with fasting” (as 

in the KJV). 

But it is not out of the question that God’s intention was that on the Day of Atonement the 

Israelites would abstain from other things as well, things that people usually desire. According to 

Jewish tradition, on the Great Day of Atonement it was also forbidden to bathe, to anoint, to tie 

one’s sandals, and to have sexual relations. We do not read the latter prohibition in Holy 

Scripture, but it does lead us to recall God’s command preceding the proclamation of the Ten 

Words at Horeb, that the Israelites were to sanctify themselves by washing their clothes and by 

not approaching a woman (Exod. 19:10, 14–15). It also reminds us of the custom that God had 

established, in light of Leviticus 11–15, not only with respect to people’s food, but also involving 

such matters as sexual emissions, in order to make his Israelite church aware of the holiness of 



Yahweh and of the covenant that he had established with her at Sinai. This holiness was so great 

that Israel could not stand before Yahweh if she had not been covered (symbolically) by God 

himself with the blood of atonement. Every day. And that was not even sufficient. Every year 

anew on the Great Day of Atonement. 

The divine commandment that on this day, Israel was to abstain from everything desirable to 

the soul, eating and drinking and whatever else, would certainly have sought to focus attention 

especially on God’s holiness, on the repeatedly recurring distresses and deficiencies of his 

people, and on the rule that with God, there was no forgiveness without the shedding of blood. 

For the truth of this rule can quiet us as well. And it does that despite the fact that we are 

living in the new covenant, of which Jesus has become the Surety. 

In sharp contrast to the high priests of the old covenant, the Horeb covenant, our Lord Jesus 

Christ did not render his atoning sacrifice many times, daily, or even annually. He was not a high 

priest like Aaron. “For then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the 

world,” says Hebrews 9:26. How clearly we see here that with the expression “foundation of the 

world,” we must understand: Horeb. Hebrews 9:26 goes on to say of Christ: “But as it is, he has 

appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.” 

Therefore it was so foolish that people within Christianity introduced something like a Great 

Day of Atonement once again. In our own youth, we witnessed the custom in some towns of 

closing the shutters on so-called Good Friday, which was the well-known sign of mourning. 

Was this simply a Roman Catholic leftover? 

No, this goes back to a tradition that existed long before the Roman Catholic custom. Back in 

1880, we read Rev. Johannes Krull talking enthusiastically, in his work on “The Christian 

Church Year.” He noted that Good Friday, as the day of suffering, together with the day of the 

Lord’s resurrection, constituted a festival in the early church, and was celebrated with just as 

much interest. From the time of Constantine this entire celebration lasted for fourteen days, and 

Good Friday enjoyed high priority as a feast of suffering. All the ornaments and decorations 

usually covering the altar and the walls were removed, so that people’s spirits and hearts could 

be more genuinely united with the dying Savior. People abstained from all earthly activities, and 

spent the day in strict fasting. On this day, the penitents prepared for this occasion were gathered 

together in the fellowship of the church. 

That is how Christianity entered the Middle Ages. 

Then God granted the blessed church reformation. As we know, our Reformed ancestors 

originally wanted nothing to do with feast days. They tried to eliminate them, but the 

government resisted that. This was a story of suffering, a real tug-of-war, with compromises, and 

the church was forced to back down. All the decisions involving the issue of the feast days were 

concessions by the ecclesiastics to the state. In principle people opposed them, but the 

government fought tooth and nail for them. Why? They didn’t want to let go of their “vacation 

days.” 

Initially our Reformed ancestors wanted nothing to do with Good Friday. In the Church 

Order of Dort (art. 67) this feast day was not even mentioned. During that time, people did begin 

observing Good Friday here and there, but this custom was fiercely opposed and was not 

universal. 

In our view, the observance of something like a Great Day of Atonement feast in this New 

Testament period was not laid upon us by any apostle. Nor Easter or Pentecost. On the contrary. 

We are warned against any appearance of going back to the old covenant. See the epistles to the 

Galatians and to the Colossians. 



We are to remember the death of our Savior when we celebrate the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 

11:25–26). We are to give expression to his death and resurrection as events that occurred once 

for all time, and do so in our conduct and our walk. “Do you not know that all of us who have 

been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him 

by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 

Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:3–4). 

 

5. The Feast of Booths (Lev. 23:33–44) 

 

Permit us to begin our discussion of this feast with a warning against possible 

misunderstanding. 

There is remarkable difference between the feast of Passover and the Feast of Booths. 

For what were the Israelites being reminded about by the feast of Passover? Of the rescue of 

their ancestors out of Egypt. 

And what were they being reminded about by the Feast of Booths? Of the sojourn of their 

ancestors in the wilderness. 

Those answers are correct. The latter one as well. But what do people understand in terms of 

that sojourn of Israel in the wilderness? Would we not be seriously mistaken if we said that some 

Bible readers understand this to refer to the entire, long wandering of forty years that Israel 

endured between Egypt and Canaan? Yet, this view is not correct. 

Indeed, the Feast of Booths did remind the Israelites of the sojourn of their ancestors in the 

wilderness. But in that connection people should not be thinking of the second part of Israel’s 

travel to Canaan, namely, from Horeb to Canaan, but of the first part of that journey, namely, 

from Egypt to Horeb. Once again, there is a big difference between these two. 

The journey from Horeb to Canaan was severe. Not only for geographical reasons. Later, and 

the end, that journey was characterized by Moses as a journey through “all that great and 

terrifying wilderness” (Deut. 1:19; 8:15). But also for pedagogical reasons. That trek was largely 

a punishment. 

But the first portion, the trek from Egypt to Horeb, must not be viewed this way, in the first 

place, because during that part of her journey, Israel visited some rather pleasant rest areas. 

These places featured virtually tropical, fertile plants that we can still find in oases between 

Egypt and Horeb. Even more important is what we learn from the first three Scripture passages 

that mention the Feast of Booths. First, Exodus 23:16b. This verse is part of the familiar Book of 

the Covenant that Moses wrote shortly after the proclamation of the Ten Words and before the 

making of the Horeb covenant. In other words, before—long before—Israel’s departure from 

Horeb. The same is true of the second passage, where the observance of the Feast of Booths is 

commanded, namely, Exodus 34:22b. This passage is part of Exodus 34:10–26, a brief 

supplement to the Book of the Covenant, provided after the golden calf incident. The third time 

when the Feast of Booths is mentioned is in Leviticus 23:33–44—still in the book of Leviticus, a 

book in which we find the prescriptions for Israel’s living before God and living together, 

prescriptions that Moses had received at Horeb, after the construction of the tabernacle, within a 

month’s time. In other words, this was given before the departure from Horeb for the second 

portion of Israel’s journey to Canaan. 

People need to keep in mind as well that this forty-year wandering of Israel actually should 

never have happened. All the more so, since the institution of the Feast of Booths had definitely 

occurred before that wandering. Therefore it could not have envisioned the second portion of 



Israel’s journey, namely, from Horeb to Canaan, but rather the first portion, from Egypt to 

Horeb. And that portion was completed in an entirely happier period. For at that point, Israel was 

free! Saved from the bondage of Egypt, rescued by God near the Red Sea from the terrifying 

claws of Egyptian despotism. Now Israel was traveling freely and safely to the promised 

inheritance, under the wide-open heaven of Yahweh, the God who had acted powerfully on 

Israel’s behalf. 

This is what we must recall when we read Leviticus 23:43: “[so] that your generations may 

know that I made the people of Israel dwell in booths when I brought them out of the land of 

Egypt: I am the LORD your God.” 

The Feast of Booths was not designed to remind the Israelites about something they 

endured—punishment—but about something God did. Not about something for which they had 

to be ashamed—after all, is that appropriate for a feast?—but about something for which they 

could be heartily grateful. 

The Feast of Booths was a feast, a genuinely joyful feast. Everyone admits that. But then 

especially this: a freedom festival. 

We need to add something else. 

What good is freedom if someone is dying of hunger? 

Freedom must be accompanied by life. 

The instituting of the Feast of Booths—and we have already seen that this definitely 

happened at Horeb!—signified for Israel simultaneously a guarantee, based on the promise that 

Yahweh would later lead Israel into a land flowing with milk and honey. 

A land in which life would be good. 

Indeed, this kind of guarantee-character was already enjoyed with the institution of the feast 

of Passover. This had been instituted already in Egypt, but had been re-commanded at Horeb 

(Exod. 23:15; 34:18–21; Lev. 23:6–14). As a feast of harvest! 

The same can be said about the feast of Pentecost. This was the second feast of harvest 

(Exod. 23:16; 34:22; Lev. 23:15–22). 

But the third feast of harvest, the Feast of Booths, was the crown jewel. Easily so. We will 

see this when we now discuss the time, the names, and the sacrifices associated with this feast. 

 

5.1 The time of the Feast of Booths 

 

This feast occurred in the seventh month. It began on the fifteenth day and ended on the 

twenty-first day of the month. 

That it occurred in the seventh month was not without reason. Seven was the symbolic 

number of God’s Horeb covenant, and the entire journey from Egypt to Horeb had been focused 

on the making of that covenant now under construction (Exod. 3:12; 20:2; 29:46). Therefore 

what Jeroboam did later was so wicked. Driven by the urge to compete with Jerusalem, he 

invented a feast “from his own heart” and assigned its observance to the eighth month, perhaps 

also on the fifteenth day of that month (1 Kings 12:33). In other words, a counterfeit Feast of 

Booths. 

The Feast of Booths was supposed to begin on the fifteenth day of the seventh month and end 

on the twenty-first day. Once again we have seven days. The beginning of the feast had to occur 

on the fifteenth, after 2 x 7 = 14 days of the months were past. This feast thus occupied the third 

seven-day period of the seventh month. That signified a strong emphasis on the covenant number 

of seven. 



The feast was supposed to begin with a Sabbath day. On that day no servile labor was to be 

performed, and a holy convocation was to be held (Lev. 23:34–35). But the fact that people had 

to cut branches from trees on that day in order to build booths (Lev. 23:39–40) was not a 

violation of the Sabbath-character of that day any more than the fact that the priests were always 

supposed to bring double sacrifices on the Sabbath day (Num. 28:9–10), any more than the fact 

that on this first day of the Feast of Booths, the priests were supposed to bring very extensive 

sacrifices. We will return to this below, and we will see that after the conclusion of the festival 

week, from the fifteenth to the twenty-first of the seventh month, yet another feast day was 

supposed to be observed, on the twenty-second of the month, but strictly speaking this closing 

feast did not belong to the Feast of Booths (Lev. 23:36b). 

 

5.2 The names of the Feast of Booths 

 

This feast was identified with three names. 

1. Occasionally it was simply called “the feast.” This is what we find in Leviticus 23:39, 

although there it is called “the feast of Yahweh”; and in Deuteronomy 16:14 Moses speaks to the 

Israelites about this as “your feast.” Later it is simply called “the feast” (1 Kings 8:2, 65; 2 

Chron. 5:3; 7:8; Neh. 8:15; Ezek. 45:25). This proves just how popular this feast was. 

2. When God spoke at Horeb for the first and second times about this feast, he called it “the 

feast of ingathering” (Exod. 23:16; 34:22; ḥag hāʾāsip). It was supposed to be the harvest feast 

par excellence. Israel was supposed to have gathered in especially the fruit, oil, and wine 

harvests. For this feast was supposed to conclude such a harvest of the entire year that it would 

incorporate even the harvest of grain that had been celebrated in the feasts of Passover and 

Pentecost. On one occasion, with a view to the Feast of Booths, Moses had said: “You shall keep 

the Feast of Booths seven days, when you have gathered in the produce from your threshing 

floor and your winepress” (Deut. 16:13). This feast surpassed all the preceding feasts, to the 

extent that grain was needed for the essential maintenance of life, but fruit, oil, and wine testified 

to a degree of luxury and abundance. How powerfully God was guaranteeing that he would 

honor his promise faithfully, and would lead Israel into the promised land of Canaan. He 

provided already at Horeb a glimpse of an autumn feast, in celebration actually of the harvest of 

the entire year. 

3. Another name that God provided at Horeb for this feast, though a bit later, was the name 

“Feast of Booths” (Lev. 23). This name was used later by Moses as well (Deut. 16:13; 31:10). 

The Hebrew phrase for this was ḥag hassukkōt, or feast of sukkōt, the plural of sukkah. You 

could translate the phrase ḥag hassukkōt as either Feast of Booths or Feast of Tents. Hebrew uses 

two words for tent or hut, ʾōhel, referring to what we usually mean by “tent”—which is also 

what the tabernacle was called—and sukkah, referring to an enclosure for animals (Gen. 33:17), 

or for soldiers (2 Sam. 11:11), and for guards in a vineyard (Isa. 1:8; Job 27:18). This term was 

also used for Jonah’s little hut (Jonah 4:5). But the enclosures that the Israelites would have used 

on their trek from Egypt to Canaan, which we should not imagine to have resembled the elegant 

tents of experienced nomads who used to live from generation to generation in the wilderness, 

but to have been like the primitive contraptions for protecting a person from the sun, were 

identified with the same word. In Leviticus 23 they are called sukkah (vv. 42–43), but in many 

other passages they are called ʾōhel or the plural, ’ōhelim (Lev. 14:8; Num. 16:26; 24:5; Deut. 

1:27; 11:6; Ps. 106:25). 



By itself, the word sukkah means hut, but not quite booth. In the wilderness, the Israelites 

would initially have made use of branches and twigs and leaves, whereas only a few would have 

had at their disposal a more solid kind of tent. But they were free. And having arrived at Horeb, 

they received a command whereby this living in primitive tents was to be recalled as a matter of 

great joy. Once they had arrived in the promised land, they were to replace their tents with palm 

branches, willow branches, and other kinds of branches. The fruit would still have been attached 

to the branches they were using. They were to leave that fruit attached, and live beneath these 

structures for a week. “You shall celebrate it as a feast to the LORD for seven days in the year. It 

is a statute forever throughout your generations” (Lev. 23:41). 

It was supposed to be a feast. 

The Feast of Booths was not supposed to commemorate what happened during the second 

portion of the journey, from Horeb to Canaan. There had been no mention of this when the feast 

was instituted at Horeb. And Israel was supposed to be ashamed of that, anyway. 

No, the Feast of Booths was instituted at Horeb, and looked back to the first portion of the 

journey, from Egypt to Horeb, and to the lovely stay at Horeb, when the tabernacle was 

constructed and dedicated, and when God had given Moses all those instructive laws that we 

now have gathered for us in Leviticus. It was a good time. Thinking of that time, people were to 

celebrate the most joyful feast of the entire year (Deut. 16:14). A sad harvest feast was 

unimaginable. When living in Egypt, with its little huts honoring Osiris, the Israelites had not 

witnessed anything like this, and later in Canaan, they would not see anything like this in honor 

of Baal. Would not the service of Yahweh far surpass these examples, in terms of displaying 

festive joy? 

We must be careful that we do not inadvertently turn the Feast of Booths into a funeral 

gathering. Something like what Dutch people do with their custom of commemorating the 

hunger winter of 1944–45 every year with a day or a week of eating nothing but sugar beets and 

potato peels. A feast of voluntary poverty. The Feast of Booths definitely did not have that 

character. Israel was never obligated to commemorate a terrible time by living in impoverished 

dwellings during one week each year. For that would not be a feast “to Yahweh” (Lev. 23:41). 

During her journey from Egypt to Sinai, when it came down to it, Israel never lacked the 

necessities of life, even though God tested Israel to teach her to depend upon him (Deut. 8:3). On 

the contrary, Israel had had it good. Israel could live so freely and joyfully under God’s 

protection, that Hosea could later characterize this period as a time of Israel’s first love (Hos. 

2:13–14). The Feast of Booths was definitely supposed to be celebrated by the Israelite 

“joyfully” (Lev. 23:40). And that is what they did. We learn that not only from Scripture (1 

Kings 8; Neh. 8; John 7), but also from Jewish and pagan tradition. 

 

5.3 The sacrifices at the Feast of Booths 

 

The unique character of this feast can be discerned from the sacrifices that were to be offered 

throughout the seven days. It was to be a feast of great thanksgiving for all the blessings 

bestowed by God upon his people in the land of the fathers. 

On each of the seven days, of course, the prescribed daily sacrifices had to be offered (Num. 

29:16). In addition, however, were the festival sacrifices. We provide the following overview of 

these. In order to place on one line everything that had to be sacrificed each day, we will use 

abbreviations: G = goat, B = bull, R = ram, S = sheep, SO = sin offering, and BO = burnt 

offering. 



 

Day 1: 1 G as SO, 13 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 2: 1 G as SO, 12 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 3: 1 G as SO, 11 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 4: 1 G as SO, 10 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 5: 1 G as SO, 9 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 6: 1 G as SO, 8 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Day 7: 1 G as SO, 7 B as BO, 2 R and 14 S 

Totals: 7 G as SO, 70 B as BO, 14 R, and 98 S 

 

Impressive numbers! 

And every total figure is a multiple of seven. The total number of bulls even equals 10 x 7. 

So in addition to the covenant number seven, we have the number of completeness or perfection, 

the number ten. This was apparently because the bull was the most exalted and perfect sacrificial 

animal. It is also remarkable that the number of bulls that were sacrificed during this week had to 

be decreased by one each day, until on the seventh day exactly seven bulls had to be sacrificed. 

By means of this gradual decrease, attention was being focused on the number seven, the number 

associated with the covenant. 

So in a very abundant manner, Israel would later be reminded of the faithfulness of Yahweh, 

who would have fulfilled his promise and would have brought his people into the land of 

promise, where he would have blessed them with the fruit of Canaan’s soil, the fruits of field, 

meadow, and orchard. 

 

The Closing Feast after the Feast of Booths 

 

After the Feast of Booths, there was to be a Closing Feast (ʿăṣeret) as well. Actually, this was 

no longer exclusively part of the Feast of Booths, like the end of the seventh day of Passover 

week still belonged to the Feast of Passover. The Closing Feast that was to follow the Feast of 

Booths was supposed to be commemorated on the eighth day. Not on the twenty-first day, but on 

the twenty-second day of the month. It served to conclude not just one feast, the Feast of Booths, 

but all the feasts of the “festive” half of the year. We learn this from the number of sacrifices that 

were to be offered. On account of the sabbatical character of this day, these sacrifices must have 

been rather numerous, but yet significantly fewer than those of the last or seventh day of the 

Feast of Booths, namely, one goat as a sin offering, one bull as a burnt offering, one ram and 

seven sheep. Quite a bit less. Exactly as many as were sacrificed at the beginning of the seventh 

month, on the First Day of the Seventh New Month. 

 

Are we still supposed to commemorate the Feast of Booths? In the autumn? In a kind of 

arbor hut? As far as we know, nobody has ever answered these questions in the affirmative. Of 

course, we too thank God for food and drink, sustenance, clothing, and houses. But it would be 

the best if we did this daily and not at separate hours or “times.” In order to avoid any 

appearance of returning to the time of the Horeb covenant. 

 

Intermezzo (Lev. 24) 

 



Between Leviticus 23 and Leviticus 25 we find a chapter that seems incongruent. It consists 

of the following three sections: 

1. The golden lamp stand (Lev. 24:1–4) 

2. The showbread (Lev. 24:5–9) 

3. The person who blasphemed God’s name (Lev. 24:10–23) 

 

The question automatically arises why attention is being given to these matters. To this 

question Scripture offers no direct answer. So we will have to be satisfied here with an 

assumption, for which we will provide our reasons. 

Let us consider the larger context of the entire book of Leviticus, within which these sections 

are placed. 

In our preceding discussions, we were able to observe repeatedly that God was pleased to 

remind the Israelites in innumerable ways of his Horeb covenant. Exodus shows us how he did 

that by means of his beautiful tabernacle. Leviticus shows us first of all the divine tool of altars, 

sacrifices, and priests (Lev. 1–10). Then we read how God also wanted to make use of numerous 

items in daily life, such as the distinction between clean and unclean animals, the impurity of 

mothers who had given birth, leprosy, etc. (Lev.11–20). This is followed by two chapters related 

especially to the priests (Lev. 21–22), but where we discover again the very same purpose as we 

found in the preceding chapters, namely, to direct Israel’s attention to honor the covenant. We 

saw that same theme continued in Leviticus 23, dealing with various feasts. So that now we dare 

to assert confidently that this will also be the case with Leviticus 25, dealing with the sabbatical 

year and the Year of Jubilee, and with Leviticus 26, dealing with the blessing and curse of the 

Horeb covenant. 

In view of this larger context, is it not reasonable to assume that these three sections are 

placed here because each of them has the same theme? 

Investigation of each of these three sections separately will confirm this assumption. 

 

1. The golden lamp stand (Lev. 24:1–4) 

 

We discussed this lampstand, which was also called candlestick, in our commentary on 

Exodus (236–41). This was one of Israel’s most sacred places of sacrifice, in the forecourt where 

oil was offered to Yahweh on the altar of burnt offering, as well as with the grain offerings. But 

the most exalted offering of oil, consisting of oil from “crushed” olives that were not yet ripe, 

occurred with the golden lamp stand. 

Similarly, the sacrifice was not to be brought to Yahweh by just anyone in Israel, but 

exclusively by the priests. It occurred in the holy place, in front of the curtain “of the testimony,” 

namely, the curtain behind which the ark was placed that contained the certificate (in duplicate) 

of the Horeb covenant (Lev. 24:3). Only the priests had access there. In God’s covenant they had 

been assigned, together with Aaron, to fulfill within Israel a certain mediatorial task between 

Yahweh and his covenant people. Among other things, they were supposed to keep the lamps of 

the lampstand burning from evening until morning. This was their nightly watch (Ps. 134:1, 

“who stand by night in the house of Yahweh”). 

The meaning of that priestly task would have been this. 

Without a continually ascending prayer for Israel’s illumination by God’s Spirit, the people 

would not be in a position to observe God’s covenant. In this connection, we must not forget 

especially that in terms of the Law, persons and objects possessed their significance and value 



before God only because they had been assigned that significance and value by God beforehand. 

This was the case regarding the blood on the altars (Lev. 17:11), and this was the case with the 

sound of the trumpets. But this was also the case with the priests and the high priests (Num. 17; 

Heb. 5:4). 

The Horeb covenant was supposed to be honored daily. By all Israel. But with her priests in 

the lead, functioning as mediators of the Horeb covenant, through whose ministry Yahweh was 

pleased to bless his people. Particularly to enlighten his people by means of instruction, by 

means of “Torah”. 

 

2. The showbread (Lev. 24:5–9) 

 

We discussed these loaves of bread in our commentary on Exodus (229–34), and earlier in 

this volume, and we saw that the golden table of showbread belonged to Israel’s most highly 

exalted “alters.” The task that the priests had to perform at this table of showbread as those who 

stood as mediators between Yahweh and his people, is being emphasized once more in this 

section. For in actuality, this depositing of the twelve loaves of bread on every Sabbath day, the 

day that was especially identified with the Horeb covenant, was the covenant duty for every 

Israelite, as we read in verse 8. But this duty was to be performed in the sanctuary by those who 

had been assigned to that duty by God himself, namely, the priests. 

So we find the following. The Horeb covenant was to be honored daily. And every night. By 

everyone. With Israel’s priests in the lead. By tending the lamps in the sanctuary throughout the 

night. Lamps that stood immediately in front of the ark in which the covenant had been 

deposited, written down on the tablets, “black on white.” 

And every week, the Horeb covenant was to be honored. On every Sabbath day. By all 

Israelites. With the priests in the lead. And then as well, directly in front of the innermost curtain, 

behind which the covenant lay deposited in the ark. On every Saturday—the day marking the 

Horeb covenant—they had to bake twelve loaves of bread, placing the new loaves in two stacks 

of six each—recall the twelve names placed six on each shoulder of the high priest—and atop the 

stacks of loaves they were to place the incense, which was a symbol of prayer. 

Both of these passages bound upon the heart of both people and priesthood the requirement 

never to forget Yahweh and his covenant that he had bestowed at Horeb. 

 

3. The person who blasphemed God’s name (Lev. 24:10–23) 

 

We read in Leviticus 24:10–11: “Now an Israelite woman's son, whose father was an 

Egyptian, went out among the people of Israel. And the Israelite woman's son and a man of Israel 

fought in the camp, and the Israelite woman's son blasphemed the Name, and cursed. Then they 

brought him to Moses. His mother's name was Shelomith, the daughter of Dibri, of the tribe of 

Dan.” 

This was the situation. An Israelite woman, Shelomith, the daughter of Dibri, of the tribe of 

Dan, became involved while in Egypt with an Egyptian man. Perhaps she was married to him. In 

any case, she had a son with this man. These verses are about this son. 

Whether the Egyptian father of this son had gone along from Egypt, we don’t know. He is 

not mentioned in the story. But the son of that Egyptian and Shelomith had gone along from 

Egypt. Because of his mother? Though he remained a true son of his father, a real Egyptian, a 

sojourner. Just as there were more sojourners who left Egypt along with Israel (see Exod. 12:38; 



Num. 11:4; and recall how often we learned about the gēr earlier in Leviticus). God definitely 

wanted the Israelites to treat each other well, but also these sojourners. 

This Egyptian lad—or was he perhaps already grown up?—got into a fight with one of the 

Israelites. Very likely it came to physical blows in front of witnesses all around, for it happened 

in the camp. People heard that the Egyptian tried to attack his opponent in a violent manner, 

namely, by invoking God’s name. We read: “The Israelite woman’s son blasphemed the Name, 

and cursed” (v. 11). From verse 16, we learn that this “Name” referred to the name of Israel’s 

God, or Yahweh. “Blaspheming” and “cursing” came down to the same thing; the first word 

likely meant something like “piercing” or “puncturing” by reproaching, and the second referred 

to swearing. 

The spectators considered those words so abominable that they overpowered the son of the 

Egyptian woman and brought him to Moses. Moses faced the question as to what now had to be 

done with such a person. His difficulty was this, that they were not dealing with an Israelite who 

had profaned the name of Yahweh. Earlier we saw that for members of the covenant people who 

had intentionally abandoned the covenant basis of Horeb, for example, by committing sexual 

immorality with another man’s wife, or by committing intentional murder, there was no pardon. 

But this person was not an Israelite. It appears that from his Israelite mother he has acquired 

sufficient knowledge about Israel’s God to know that his name was Yahweh, but the Horeb 

covenant had been made not with sojourners but with Israelites. Thus, this son of an Egyptian 

father and the Israelite woman, Shelomith, could not be treated as an Israelite covenant breaker. 

For that reason, he could not be punished with death. The case was possibly even more sensitive 

for Moses because Yahweh had so often commended the sojourners specifically as objects of 

Israel’s protection. 

This explains why Moses laid the matter before Yahweh himself. As we know, Moses had 

the right to do this. He was allowed to bring his problems involving official matters directly to 

God in order to receive a direct answer. 

And what was God’s decision? 

Yahweh commanded that the man had to be taken outside the camp, that the witnesses had to 

lay their hands on his head—as a sign that they refused to have any fellowship with the evil of 

which they were accusing him—and that they must then stone him to death. 

Why? Here comes the deliberation. 

In this connection, Yahweh proceeded on the basis of a principle universally recognized at 

that time: “Whoever curses his God shall bear his sin” (v. 15). 

This word ʾĕlōhîm (god) had more than one meaning. In general, it pointed to everything that 

people considered to be elevated above the ordinary human level. People used the word ʾĕlōhîm 

to refer to judges and rulers (Exod. 20:28), and to angels (Ps. 82:1; 89:7). But it is also well-

known that in Scripture, idols were also identified with this word (Exod. 18:11), as well as 

Yahweh himself. 

So then, according to a general sense of justice, it was not fitting for anyone to curse his 

ʾĕlōhîm, or what he considered to be ʾĕlōhîm. 

Even less appropriate was it to injure Yahweh so severely within his own camp, as this 

person had done. Even though he was no Israelite, but someone who as a sojourner enjoyed 

many privileges among Israel. 

This explains the subsequent conclusion. 

“The sojourner as well as the native, when he blasphemes the Name, shall be put to death” 

(v. 16). 



If we recall the Egyptian ancestry of the guilty party in our story, then we will certainly 

understand this verdict. 

In addition, God provided more by way of response to the question put before him. Entirely 

in line with the tenor of that time, though not according to the style of our law books today. 

Eastern jurisprudence tended to be more practical, proceeding from examples with which the 

judges themselves could function further. Thereby it did not happen often that a judge faced a 

case that his law had not considered, as can often happen among us today. 

Such examples and such a principle is supplied in the commentary that Yahweh coupled to 

his response to Moses. 

When someone injured his neighbor, must he not be punished with the same injury? 

According to the principle of “eye for eye, tooth for tooth.” All of ancient Eastern jurisprudence 

recognized that standard as being fair. So then, according to that universally recognized standard, 

should not everyone who murdered his neighbor be liable to death? And did not a sojourner, who 

had pierced Yahweh, the God of Israel, and had taken his life (if such had been possible), 

similarly deserve to be put to death? 

 

Looking back at these three sections of Leviticus 24, we see that they are linked by a single 

theme. A theme that echoes throughout the entire context of this chapter. 

Israelites, remember the covenant that Yahweh made with you! 

Priests, pay attention to your place and task! 

Pay scrupulous attention to the honor of Yahweh in your relationships with one another! But 

also in your relationships with sojourners who dwell among you. 

 

Finally, when we recall how emphatically anti-pagan the laws of Leviticus are, then we 

might ask whether perhaps with an eye to that emphasis, this third section was placed here. 

Because every sojourner among Israel represented a possible doorway for paganism. But we 

must acknowledge that in this respect we cannot go beyond positing the question. We find no 

certain answer in the text. 

 

6. The Sabbath year (Lev. 25:1–7) 

 

God’s promises do not fail. 

We learn that again in Leviticus 25. 

This chapter talks about the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee, both of which subjects 

relate to possessing the land. For the Israelites this meant, of course, the land of Canaan. 

Leviticus 25 is introduced with the report that already on Mount Sinai, Yahweh gave the 

command to observe the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee. This was when the Israelites had 

travelled only half the distance between Egypt and Canaan. Nevertheless, the promise that God 

would later actually grant them the promised land was reliable. Except for the strange episode of 

Numbers 13–14, the episode of the ten spies, these promise would have been fulfilled in who 

knows how short a time. God was busy already at Horeb with the fulfillment of this promise. For 

there he mentioned in the Fifth Commandment, “The land that Yahweh your God is giving you” 

(Exod. 20:12). This was repeated many times subsequently. “When you come into the land of 

Canaan, which I give you for a possession . . .” (Lev. 14:34). “When you come into the land that 

I give you . . .” (Lev. 23:10). And as the introduction to this very chapter: “When you come into 



the land that I give you . . .” (Lev. 25:2). We may certainly summarize all of this to say: the land 

I am giving you, or the land that I am about to give you. 

God’s promises are as pure as silver purified seven times (Ps. 12:6). 

 

The Bible reader must be careful not to consider every passage that talks about serving six 

years followed by the granting of freedom as a passage dealing with the Sabbath year. 

For example, Exodus 21:2–6 (see Exodus, 110–11). We saw how, in the Book of the 

Covenant, Yahweh had emphatically bound upon the heart of Israel the command especially to 

be merciful. Already at Horeb. Already at the beginning of the Book of the Covenant. For 

example, it might happen that an Israelite had become so impoverished that he had to become the 

servant of a fellow Israelite, then after a period of six years service, the latter was supposed to 

release the former Israelite. And Moses later added (see Deut. 15:12–18): Don’t let him go away 

with empty hands! 

This was to occur, then, in the seventh year. 

But was this the Sabbath year that is being discussed here in Leviticus 25? No. At least it 

need not have been. The question as to whether a year was a Sabbath year was simply calculated 

with a calendar, and automatically applied to everyone. But the question as to when the seventh 

year began, the time when an Israelite recovered his full freedom after having served for six 

years, was calculated of course in terms of the date when that service began, and was therefore a 

matter between no one other than those two Israelites, the boss and his servant. 

We don’t wish to argue that the numerical signature belonging to the Horeb covenant was 

completely absent here, especially since 7 = 6 + 1. A reminder of the number seven, belonging to 

the Horeb covenant, was definitely present here. “Israelites, keep my covenant, also in your 

relationships with each other!” But this passage is not about the actual Sabbath year. 

 

That occurred for the first time in Exodus 23:10–11, already in the Book of the Covenant. 

That passage states this: “For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield, but the 

seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of your people may eat; and what 

they leave the beasts of the field may eat. You shall do likewise with your vineyard, and with 

your olive orchard.” 

It was only a short time ago that we discussed the verse following these verses. This involved 

the command to observe the weekly Sabbath day. “Six days you shall do your work, but on the 

seventh day you shall rest; that your ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son of your 

servant woman, and the alien, may be refreshed” (Exod. 23:12). At that time we pointed out that 

this command appeared in such a “social” context. The command resounds repeatedly: “Treat 

each other well!” Now then, in the two verses dealing with the seventh year, we hear the same 

note sounded, where people are supposed to leave the land untilled. “So that the poor of your 

people may eat; and what they leave the beasts of the field may eat.” 

Already in the Book of the Covenant God was indeed preparing the Israelites for observing 

the Sabbath year. Just as he did with the Feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and Booths (Exod. 23:14–

17). But he saved his additional commands about both the one and the other for later. We are 

informed about the Sabbath year most extensively in Leviticus 25:1–7. 

 

Before we discuss these verses, consider these observations. 

This initial portion of Leviticus 25 deals with the Sabbath year (and the following verses 

about the Year of Jubilee), but we should avoid disconnecting these verses from the chapter in its 



entirety. Otherwise we will forget to think here of verse 21, where God promised that in the sixth 

year, he would bless those Israelites who were faithful, so that they would be able to live for 

three years from the harvest of that sixth year—namely, for the sixth, seventh, and eighth years. 

This is especially true so that we do not lose sight of one of the most important themes of this 

chapter. For later we will read that the land of Canaan that Israel would be entering would 

actually not become the possession of Israel, but be the possession of Yahweh. “For the land is 

mine” (v. 23). This entire chapter, including the portion about the Sabbath year (vv. 1–7), should 

be read in light of this special property right of Yahweh whereby he laid claim to Canaan. 

Next, consider something relating to Canaan’s climate and soil. 

There were two seasons when it rained in this land. In the autumn, after the harvest was 

completed, the early rains fell in late autumn and winter. For us, this is around November 

through January. This torrential rainfall was needed for softening the soil so that farmers could 

plow the land and sow the seed. Then came the late rains from March until around the beginning 

of April. For Israel that was the month of Abib, when Passover was celebrated. Around the 

second half of April, the harvest would begin in the warmer valleys, and a month later, on the 

hillsides, until the harvest was completely finished in the second week of June. 

That was the order of nature. That was also how people regularly spoke, first about sowing, 

then about harvesting (Lev. 25:3–4, 11, 20). This was the language borne of practical experience. 

Although Israel was not supposed to begin her year in the autumn, but with the month of Abib 

(Exod. 12:2; 13:4). 

Israel never had a problem when it came to fertilizing the fields, just as today, the inhabitants 

of Syria have no problem with this. They never fertilized the grain fields as we are familiar with 

on our farms. In general the land was very fertile. The regular heavy rains and the severe heat 

constantly led to a constant supply of gravel and limestone from the rocky bluffs. In the autumn, 

the flocks were pastured in the fields where the harvest had left food behind. In this way, the 

farmland received sufficient supply of needed nutrients for the next year. 

God permitted the Israelites to use this land for six years in a row. For six years they were 

allowed to plant their fields and prune their vineyards and gather the harvest from these. But 

during every seventh year they were to give the land a šabbāt šabbātōwn, that is, a complete rest. 

For what purpose? As “a Sabbath to Yahweh” (v. 4). 

We must understand this properly. It was not forbidden for an owner to set foot in his own 

field. He was permitted to walk through his own vineyard and eat a bunch of grapes. But he was 

not permitted to harvest, to gather in the fruit or grain, to store the produce. Everything that the 

field and vineyard produced “by itself” (v. 5) would be for everyone. The owner himself could 

eat it, with his employees. But so could everyone else. The day laborer and the sojourner. Even 

the livestock and the animals of the field. Regarding what field and vineyard produced “by 

itself,” we are reminded that even today, in many grain fields the produce can come from the 

previous year. 

Naturally this institution brought with it a number of consequences. In the seventh year 

nothing was going to be earned by such an agrarian people as Israel. As a result, in the Sabbath 

year one was not to go after a person to whom one had loaned seed corn; he was not to come 

collecting his debt in that year. That is what we read in Deuteronomy 15. In the Sabbath year the 

debts were to be “released.” Some interpreters disagree with this translation and interpretation, 

others agree with it. The former point out that the Sabbath year—this term actually does not 

appear in Scripture—in Deuteronomy 15:9 is called šĕnat haššĕmiṭṭāh, the year of the release, 

and that the verb that is translated “release,” whose noun is used here and in Exodus 23:11 (the 



latter with respect to the field, “but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow”) is not 

intending to say that the field is released for all time, but only temporarily released. According to 

this view, Deuteronomy 15 is talking only about a resting from debt, a moratorium, a 

postponement, but not a total elimination. Others by contrast are of the opinion that in 

Deuteronomy 15, Moses had in view not merely the stopping of payment for debt, but a complete 

forgiveness of the debt. They can appeal to Deuteronomy 15:9, where Moses warns about not 

permitting the base thought to enter one’s heart: my brother is in need, but I will not lend him 

anything, because soon the Sabbath year will come and then the debt will be wiped off the 

books, so that I will not get back what I might otherwise lend. Perhaps our Savior was also 

thinking of this in connection with a passage in the so-called Sermon on the Mount. For we know 

how he loved to quote Deuteronomy. For example, in connection with his temptations, he 

answered Satan three times with quotes from Deuteronomy (Matt. 4:4, 7, 10), and directed the 

scribe who asked him about the great commandment in the Law to a saying from Deuteronomy 

6:5 (cf. Matt. 22:37). Perhaps, then, our Savior had this book in view, namely, Deuteronomy 

15:9, when he said: “And if you do good to those who do good to you, what benefit is that to 

you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, 

what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount. But love 

your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, 

and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil” (Luke 6:33–

35). 

Finally, we wish to answer the following three questions. 

1. People have been preoccupied with the question as to when the Israelites observed the 

Sabbath year for the first time. Holy Scripture provides no answer to this question. According to 

Jewish tradition, the law of the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee came into force for the first 

time fourteen years after entering Canaan, or after to conquering and dividing of the land. The 

twenty-first year was the first Sabbath year, and the sixty-fourth year was the first Year of 

Jubilee. 

2. Another question involves which day of the seventh year signaled the start of the Sabbath 

year. To this question as well, Scripture provides no direct answer. According to some, it seems 

obvious that we should not think of the first month, the month of Abib, also known as the 

beginning of the year, but of the seventh month, the tenth day of that month, the Great Day of 

Atonement. Not only because the Year of Jubilee was proclaimed on that day (Lev. 25:9), but 

especially because the new year of sowing and harvesting began in the eighth month, and only at 

that point could the resting of the land commence. We will return to this matter in connection 

with the Year of Jubilee. 

3. More important is the final question, concerning God’s intention with instituting the 

Sabbath year. 

What is his intention of a social character? 

Undoubtedly for a people that was busy primarily with agriculture, in addition to animal 

husbandry, as Israel was, the rest for the land of Canaan brought with it significant rest for the 

population. For everything lay untouched. Fields and gardens. There was no work going on in 

the vineyards. This universal cessation of labor must have included a year of rest for people and 

for animals. Nevertheless, people cannot argue that the Sabbath year was instituted with that 

specific goal in mind. That rest of people and of animals is mentioned nowhere as God’s 

intention. Not even in Deuteronomy 15. Moses did command that in the Sabbath year nobody 

was to go after the payment of debts owed to him, whether that command is to be understood as 



a complete forgiveness of debt, or as a temporary relief from paying the debt. This command, 

however, was of a secondary nature, the result of the fact that Israel was an agrarian people. 

We would make a similar comment in connection with Exodus 23:10–11: “For six years you 

shall sow your land and gather in its yield, but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, 

that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the beasts of the field may eat. You 

shall do likewise with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard.” We italicized the word that. 

People could infer from this word that the Sabbath year was intended by God (“so that”) as a 

gentle outreach to the poor (and the animals). But that goes too far. The phrase “so that” is not in 

the Hebrew; rather, we read simply “and . . . and . . . and.” The command simply calls for giving 

the land rest. The commentary accompanying the command insists that what grows on the land 

shall be for everyone. Naturally, the poor would benefit the most from this. Such would have 

been an automatic consequence. Therefore, in Exodus 23 the Sabbath command is emphatically 

included. But the claim that the Sabbath year would have been instituted specifically with the 

intention of caring for the poor (and for animals) cannot be argued on the basis of Exodus 23:11. 

Was the purpose perhaps an economic one, then? 

According to J. D. Michaelis, and eighteenth century Old Testament scholar, the institution 

of the Sabbath year was an economic measure to teach the Israelites thriftiness, and in that way 

to protect them in times of famine. Another scholar thought that Moses was not yet familiar with 

the composting of the land, as well as that by observing the Sabbath year, when Israel would 

have to save all her grain for herself, she would be freed from merchandising relationships with 

pagan, idolatrous nations. But we read nothing about this in Scripture. Moreover, the institution 

of the Sabbath year did not come from Moses, but from God. The wise intentions that our good 

and wise God may have had for Israel’s economy and Canaan’s soil when he instituted the 

Sabbath year are expressed more suitably by M. van Damme, who wrote: “But one thing is 

certain: the Sabbath year for the land of Canaan, for a nation that lived as Israel lived, is an 

agricultural regulation that has not found an equivalent anywhere else.” This latter writer paid 

careful attention to Canaan’s climate and soil conditions, to the organic fertilizing of the fields by 

Israel’s cattle, sheep, and goats, and with the blessing that the earth enjoyed during that year of 

rest, when it could be reconstituted with very desirable humus and trace minerals like barium, 

manganese, copper, etc. But even though we acknowledge the possibility of such secondary 

intentions that God may have had for Israel’s land of inheritance, these too are not explicitly 

mentioned anywhere in Scripture. 

 

No, God’s purpose with the Sabbath year was also a symbolic-didactic purpose. 

By means of this institution, Yahweh wanted to instruct Israel about himself and his Horeb 

covenant. 

We see this already in Leviticus 25:2, where the rest of Canaan’s land is called “a šabbāt to 

Yahweh.” By interrupting the annually recurring cycle of sowing and harvesting, reaping and 

threshing, picking grapes and treading them, Israel’s attention was being drastically focused on 

Yahweh, from whom this sit-down command had come. 

But this is seen even more clearly in Deuteronomy 31. 

Here, the book of Deuteronomy is coming to a close. A book that displays so thoroughly and 

pervasively the form of a covenant tract. We will say more about this later. In Deuteronomy 

31:9–13, we read that Moses commanded that the Torah which he had written down was to be 

read to Israel in the Sabbath year at the Feast of Tabernacles. 



It seems obvious that with this, Moses was adapting a contemporary custom. The covenant 

documents that were drawn up between kings and their vassals also customarily included 

instructions regarding their periodic public reading. Sometimes this happened only once 

annually, sometimes it happened thrice annually. 

In order to prevent misunderstanding, we would point out that we are not for this reason 

describing God’s purpose behind the Sabbath year as didactic, instructional, simply because 

Moses’ Torah, given in Deuteronomy, was supposed to be read publicly in every Sabbath year at 

the Feast of Booths. That single reading every seven years was far too little when it came to 

inculcating the required knowledge. Instruction both at home and in the gatherings on the 

Sabbath days was needed first of all (Lev. 19:3). The reading of Moses’ Torah, referred to in 

Deuteronomy 31, was in addition, not so much for increasing knowledge as for the purpose once 

again of pointing officially to the foundation on which Israel had been placed by Yahweh, 

namely, the Horeb covenant. The official character of this public reading appears from the fact 

that it was assigned to priests and elders (Deut. 31:8). 

With this we see the Sabbath year set in the entire series of symbolic-didactic means that God 

wanted to use for fixing Israel’s attention on his Horeb covenant, the laws regarding clean and 

unclean animals, emissions and washings, etc. In that series the Sabbath day received a place as 

well. As did the Sabbath year. 

Here is one final proof that the Sabbath year was intended by God to function as a signal for 

directing attention to the Horeb covenant. In the chapter immediately following, we read how at 

Horeb God promised all the blessings of his Horeb covenant to those who kept that covenant, 

and threatened with his curse those who transgressed the covenant (Lev. 26). The punishments 

that Yahweh would bring upon his people would become all the more severe as their hardness 

increased. Ultimately even captivity would result. And that captivity would then last as long as 

needed for the land to have received the “Sabbath years” that it had coming (Lev. 26:34–35, 43). 

 

Must we today also observe the institution of the Sabbath year? 

Yes and no. Not by giving rest every seventh year to fields, trees, and vineyards on the basis 

of any divine command given to us in the Law of Horeb. This is not necessary any longer, 

because the Horeb covenant belongs to the past (Heb. 7:18; 8:13; 10:9). Therefore we are free 

from observing “days, months, fixed times, and years.” For us, these are all equivalent (Rom. 

14:5; Gal. 4:10; Col. 2:16). 

 

But we are now obligated to a far greater obedience than Israel was, to the gospel-saturated 

command that the law communicated through its institution of the Sabbath year, because we 

have received such a better covenant. We must give that much more attention to this new 

covenant than Israel did to the old one. For example, drawing the attention of each other and 

especially of our children to that covenant. To its obligations as well, that flow forth to all 

people, but especially to our fellow believers. When we help the distressed and impoverished in 

their need by, for example, forgiving their monetary debts altogether, then this would surely be 

as pleasing to God as it was in ancient times. Christians must be known as gentle people (2 Cor. 

9:7). But woe to us if we should denigrate God’s new covenant. Then we would deserve even 

more severe punishment than Israel (Heb. 10:28–31). God our Father no longer makes use of 

Sabbath years in order to focus our attention on the foundation of our lives, the new covenant. 

But he does make use of baptism and the Lord’s Super as helps alongside his Word. Because of 

her despising of such means, Israel was ultimately punished very severely, with captivity. What 



then awaits Christians who despise the covenant whose Surety is Jesus, and who are no longer 

mindful of their baptism and the Lord’s Supper? Or who profane these? 

 

7. The Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8–55) 

 

The cycle of Sabbaths is concluded with the Year of Jubilee. In the Law, it is only in 

Leviticus 25 that we receive information about this. The Year of Jubilee is merely mentioned in 

Leviticus 27:14–23, and once in the books of Numbers (36:4), but only incidentally, when it 

deals with an application of the prescription involving the Year of Jubilee to a particular 

inheritance question (viz., the daughters of Zelophehad). 

So then, even though Leviticus 25 is practically the only chapter where the Torah talks about 

the Year of Jubilee, this discussion is so extensive that we can outline it this way: 

1. The institution of the Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8–12) 

2. The application of the Year of Jubilee to various matters (Lev. 25:13–34) 

3. The application of the Year of Jubilee to persons (Lev. 25:35–55) 

 

7.1 The institution of the Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8–12 

 

Under this heading we will consider two matters, the time and the name of the Year of 

Jubilee. 

 

7.1.1 The time of the Year of Jubilee 

 

Two question arise in this connection. 

First, when did the Israelites observe this for the first time? Scripture provides no solution or 

answer to this puzzle. 

The other question concerns which year the Year of Jubilee was to be celebrated. Some think 

it was in the forty-ninth year, others believe it was in the fiftieth year. 

The latter view seems untenable, in our opinion. This position requires that the Year of 

Jubilee would fall after the seventh Sabbath year. Several objections can be registered. If this 

were the case, then in the sixth year God would have had to provide a grain production that 

would last not for three years, as verse 21 says, but for four years, for the sixth, seventh, eighth, 

and ninth years (that is, for the sixth year itself, plus for the two years when they were not 

allowed to sow and reap, which were the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee, plus for the year 

immediately following when there would have been nothing to harvest, since no sowing was 

permitted during the Year of Jubilee, v. 11). In addition, especially this objection can be raised, 

that verse 22 states most emphatically: “When you sow in the eighth year,” whereas according to 

the second view mentioned above, that would definitely not have been permitted in the Year of 

Jubilee, since this view construes it always to have been an eighth year. 

In view of these objections, we believe that the Year of Jubilee occurred repeatedly in the 

seventh Sabbath year. To be sure, the Year of Jubilee is called “the fiftieth year” in verse 10, but 

this could easily have been an Israelite manner of speaking, simply a way of counting that 

surfaced already in connection with Pentecost, a manner of speaking that God himself adopted. 

This method of counting and speaking is known in other languages, similar to the Dutch phrase 

“vandaag over een week,” for example, which means something like “the day after a week,” or 

the eighth day from now. 



 

7.1.2 The name of the Year of Jubilee 

 

Our phrase “Year of Jubilee” comes straight out of the Vulgate, the Latin Bible of the Middle 

Ages, which speaks of annus jubileus. The phrase comes indirectly from Scripture. The Hebrew 

term for the Year of Jubilee was yōwbēl, or “Year of Jubilee.” This term yōwbēl refers first to a 

ram, but also to a ram’s horn. The term is occasionally used in such a way that there is reason to 

seek the term yōwbēl as practically synonymous with šōpār, trumpet (Exod. 19:16; Josh. 6:5–6). 

Just like the Day of the Seventh New Moon was named according to the sound heard on that day, 

so too the Year of Jubilee. 

The sound according to which this year was named was also supposed to be made on the 

Great Day of Atonement (v. 9). The fact that the Year of Jubilee was only then to begin, as some 

claim, is not stated. The word then with which many Bible versions begin verse 9 (“Then you 

shall sound the loud trumpet on the tenth day of the seventh month”) could lead readers to that 

conclusion. But the Hebrew has nothing more than and. Israel had received a command from 

God to begin her year not with the seventh month, but with the month Abib (Exod. 12:2; 13:4). 

God’s purpose would have been that the Year of Jubilee would begin like an ordinary Sabbath 

year. Moreover, it would always be a year that signified glorious liberation for many. But after 

about halfway into the seventh Sabbath year, this year was to turn into a Year of Jubilee, because 

on the Great Day of Atonement, held in the seventh month, (still more) freedom was supposed to 

be proclaimed. “Each of you shall return to his property and each of you shall return to his clan.” 

Was this proclamation of freedom accompanied with a trumpet blast to be performed by the 

priests? Scripture doesn’t say. Nor does the text use the special Hebrew word for the instrument 

that must be blown which we find in Numbers 10, that we discussed above in connection with 

the Day of the Seventh New Moon, namely, the term ḥṣwṣrt. Because it states that the freedom 

must be proclaimed on the Great Day of Atonement “throughout the land to all its inhabitants,” 

practical objections could be dealt with already at the institution of this day. Therefore we do not 

dare to answer this question with certainty in the affirmative. Or perhaps we should understand 

that the priests were supposed to be busy with public proclamations not only on one day but on 

many more days, so long as they did this from the Great Day of Atonement onward. We need not 

take a narrow and wrangling approach to the Law regarding this point. Perhaps it was even 

allowed for the priests to be assisted by the Levites. 

 

7.2 The application of the Year of Jubilee to various matters (Lev. 25:13–34) 

 

The matters to which the Year of Jubilee was applicable were simply the kind that we usually 

describe with the term “real property.” Fields, vineyards, and houses. When a person lost 

possession of these for one or another reason, he received it back in the Year of Jubilee. The rule 

was this: “In this year of jubilee each of you shall return to his property” (v. 13). 

It was obvious, however, that the institution of the Year of Jubilee brought with it 

consequences for the Israelites in their relationships toward God and toward one another. This 

explains what the following fourfold sections have in view: 

1. Buying and selling property (vv. 14–17) 

2. Leaving fields lie fallow (vv. 18–22) 

3. Buying back property (vv. 23–28) 

4. Selling houses (vv. 29–34) 



 

 

7.2.1 Buying and selling property (vv. 14–17) 

 

God took into account the possibility that a person could fall so deeply into distress that he 

would have to sell his field. At that point people were supposed to remember that the land of 

Canaan was actually not for sale, because it remained Yahweh’s property, who had stipulated 

that all real property was to be returned in the Year of Jubilee to the original owners (vv. 13, 23). 

So then, if someone was forced by poverty to sell his field, he would actually be selling not the 

field itself, but the produce of that field that would be grown between the year of sale and the 

next Year of Jubilee. Only the produce. In connection with the sale, or as we would say, the 

leasing of those harvests, all kinds of fraud was possible. In order to profit from someone’s need, 

the tenant or lessee could set the price of the coming harvest far too low. But the tenant could 

abuse the sympathy of another person and set the price of the coming harvest far too high. This 

explains the warning against afflicting and oppressing one another in such a situation. God is 

speaking here like a father to his children, like a suzerain to his vassals, whom he has honored 

with his covenant. “You shall fear your God, for I am the LORD your God.” 

 

7.2.2 Leaving fields lie fallow (vv. 18–22) 

 

The Year of Jubilee was supposed to be first of all a Sabbath year, when the usual work in 

the fields and in the vineyards was to cease. How easily could one’s concern about daily bread 

lead one to forget the command of Yahweh. This accounts for the encouraging promise: If you 

do what I am saying, you will see how I can bless you. “I will command my blessing on you in 

the sixth year, so that it will produce a crop sufficient for three years” (v. 21). 

 

7.2.3 Buying back property (vv. 23–28) 

 

When God spoke to Moses at Horeb about the inheritance that the Israelites would be 

entering in the near future, the land of Canaan, he simultaneously indicated the conditions under 

which that would happen. First, the land would remain his, and the Israelites would be allowed to 

use it strictly out of his favor. “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine. For 

you are strangers and sojourners with me” (v. 23). We have encountered both of those italicized 

words earlier. When Abraham purchased a grave for Sarah, he called himself a “stranger and 

sojourner” with respect to the Hittites at Hebron (Gen. 23:4). For at that point he did yet not 

possess one square foot in Canaan (Acts 7:5). Later such people lived among the Israelites, 

people who were allowed as a favor to live on Israelite soil. “Strangers” (gēr) would have been 

the more general term, and “sojourner” (tōwšāb) would have been the term for those who had a 

fixed residence. So then, the Israelites in turn were allowed as a divine favor to use the land of 

Canaan. For Yahweh would remain the actual Owner of the land (in fact, Canaan was later 

conquered by Yahweh, Josh. 5:14–15; 6:2; Judges 2:1). 

A second condition was this, that each Israelite who had lost control in one way or another 

over the plot of land assigned to him was supposed to receive it back. That could occur in three 

ways. 



(1) By having another person buy back what had been sold. Such a person would usually 

have been a close relative, and was called a “redeemer” (gōʾēl; vv. 48–49). This manner of 

redemption was found outside Israel as well. 

(2) By the person who sold the property buying it back himself, when he was in a position to 

do so. In such cases the seller was not permitted to obstruct the purchase, even though honesty 

would naturally require that the purchaser would pay back the seller the money that he received 

for the annual harvest that would occur after the Year of Jubilee. 

(3) The third possibility was the Year of Jubilee. For then each one received back his original 

property. 

 

7.2.4 Selling houses (vv. 29–34) 

 

Houses were also part of the real property to which the institution of the Year of Jubilee 

applied (along with the right of redemption). But with distinctions. 

Regarding the houses in villages, the same rule would apply as for the land on which they 

stood and on which they had been built in order to work the surrounding field. Village houses 

that had been sold were to be returned to their original owners in the Year of Jubilee. Before that 

time, however, people would also have to be allowed to purchase them back. 

Regarding the houses in the cities, the same rule did not apply. They did not automatically 

revert back to the original owners in the Year of Jubilee. A person who had sold his house in the 

city had the right to buy it back or to redeem it, but this right lasted only for one year after the 

sale. 

An exception was made to this rule pertaining to houses in a city, however, with respect to 

the houses of Levites. For the tribe of Levi would not have received an inheritance in the land of 

Canaan. They would be spread throughout all of Israel and dwell in forty-eight levitical cities, as 

we learn from Numbers 35. And the pastures surrounding those cities would be for the livestock 

belonging to the Levites. 

The exception was twofold. First, a Levite who had to sell his house in one of those levitical 

cities would have the right to buy it back not only during that single year, but he would have it 

permanently. Secondly, if such a house of a Levite had been sold to a non-Levite, and thereafter 

it was purchased by another Levite other than the initial seller, this latter Levite would receive 

his house back in the Year of Jubilee. Thus, it would not be sufficient that the house was returned 

to just any Levite so that it remained within the tribe of Levi, but in the Year of Jubilee the house 

was supposed to return to the possession of that Levite who had originally sold it. Finally, it was 

stipulated that the pasture around the levitical cities was to remain permanently unsalable. 

 

7.3 The application of the Year of Jubilee to persons (Lev. 25:35–55) 

 

It could also happen that an Israelite lost his independence and personal freedom on account 

of poverty. The last part of our chapter deals with this. It is continuing to teach about the Year of 

Jubilee. Anyone who lost their personal freedom on account of poverty was to receive it back in 

the Year of Jubilee. But it would be even better to prevent matters from going that far. For that 

reason, there is something of a prelude in this section. The actual subject—release in the Year of 

Jubilee—is then treated very practically. Intimations are given in that connection with a view to 

various possibilities that could arise. Finally, the matter is discussed regarding what must be 

done if an Israelite had to sell himself to a foreigner. 



This explains the following three sections: 

1. What to do when your brother becomes poor (vv. 35–38) 

2. What to do when your brother has sold himself to you (vv. 39–46) 

3. What to do when your brother has sold himself to a non-Israelite (vv. 47–55) 

 

7.3.1 What to do when your brother becomes poor (vv. 35–38) 

 

It is desirable that people properly construe the circumstances in which Israel lived while at 

Horeb and thereafter. We should not imagine these folk to have been primitive. Even though 

Israel was delivered from dishonorable forced labor and death in Egypt, she nonetheless departed 

from Egypt triumphantly, loaded down with loot, or perhaps better stated: with honestly 

deserved back wages (Exod. 3:22; 12:36). Otherwise in the wilderness Israel would not have 

been able to present gifts for the construction of the tabernacle and its accessories (Exod. 35:5, 

22; 38:8, 21–31; Num. 7). They also would not have been able to purchase the needed material 

for the tabernacle from passing caravans, or been able to offer the Edomites payment for 

drinking water needed on the journey through their land (Num. 20:17; cf. 21:22). Just as there 

must have been a number of Israelites who learned their skills for gold- and silversmithing while 

in Egypt, surely some Israelites also became skilled in agriculture (Deut. 11:10). Occasionally 

we read about Israel in the wilderness that they were living in tents like nomads, and they had 

probably become familiar with this from earlier times. When we discussed the Feast of Booths, 

we indicated that a lot of these assumptions are not credible. The journey from Egypt to Canaan 

could have taken a short time, and Israel could have been taken quickly from a land where it had 

hardly led a nomadic life, to another land where it could have continued its orderly lifestyle of 

agriculture, animal husbandry, and several forms of manual labor without having to adapt very 

much. That journey took longer than expected, on account of unexpected circumstances, but 

even so, in forty years the life of a people would not have changed all that dramatically, such that 

relationships known earlier, in terms of culture and finance, would have been completely 

forgotten. 

So, then, the Bible reader should not be surprised to read that at Horeb, God gave 

prescriptions of an economic, or specifically, of a financial scope, to govern Israel’s life at that 

time and later. On the contrary, if such prescriptions had been omitted entirely from the Book of 

the Covenant (Exod. 20:22–23:33), this would have been a far more surprising gap. Since the 

institutions of Sabbath year and Year of Jubilee included social relationships, it could be 

expected that we would find traces of that in Leviticus 25 as well. This appears to be the case, in 

fact. 

 

For proper understanding of the passage under discussion, we would like to make a few 

comments about what the Law that God gave at Horeb stipulates concerning (1) loans, (2) 

repayments, and (3) monetary interest in Israel. 

 

(1) Already in the Book of the Covenant, it seems that God was assuming that Israel would 

experience what every society faces, namely, that one person would loan something to another 

person, including money (Exod. 22:25). The Hebrew word used for lend has the primary 

meaning of assisting someone in an honorable manner. 

(2) It was obvious that the borrower was supposed to repay the lender when he was able to do 

so. Not to do so was wicked (Ps. 37:21). But on the other hand, the Israelite who had loaned to 



another was not to act unmercifully toward the borrower, by, for example, not returning before 

nightfall the latter’s coat that he had given as collateral for the loan (Exod. 22:26–27). Nor was 

the lender permitted to pressure the borrower to repay the loan before the Sabbath year (Deut. 

15:2); in fact, perhaps he would have to forgive that loan altogether in that year (Deut. 15:1, 3). 

Later, not every Israelite creditor acted according to the Law toward his debtor, as we may infer 

from 1 Samuel 22:2 (regarding David gathering Israelites, among others, who were indebted to 

creditors), and definitely from 2 Kings 4:1 (the creditor had come to take away both children of 

the prophet’s widow to make them his slaves). 

(3) It was absolutely forbidden for one Israelite to lend to another Israelite at interest or profit 

(the words nešek and tarbît have similar meanings). Not that taking interest was in itself 

forbidden, but that could be done only with a foreigner (nôkrî), not with a fellow Israelite (Deut. 

23:19–20; 28:12). The prohibition was particularly strict against taking interest from a poor 

fellow Israelite (Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:36–37). Back in the Book of the Covenant, a person who 

would dare do that was termed a nōše (moneylender), a term referring to the occupation 

practiced especially by Assyrians and Canaanites. We recall just how anti-Canaanite the Book of 

the Covenant was. 

But note well that the Torah did not simply forbid an Israelite from charging excessive 

interest from another Israelite, what we today might call “usury.” No, the taking of any interest at 

all was permitted only for foreigners (the nôkrî was a nomadic merchant); taking any interest 

from a fellow Israelite was completely forbidden. That was to act in a pagan manner toward 

one’s brother. 

It is well-known that the medieval church, legalistic as it had become, prohibited taking 

interest (based on Aristotle, but afterward seeking support with an appeal to Scripture), and 

called this a mortal sin. That position arose because people continued to view the New Testament 

church as being subject to the Horeb covenant and to the Torah, without taking into account our 

liberation by Christ. 

Here is the passage: “If your brother becomes poor and cannot maintain himself with you, 

you shall support him as though he were a stranger and a sojourner, and he shall live with you. 

Take no interest from him or profit, but fear your God, that your brother may live beside you. 

You shall not lend him your money at interest, nor give him your food for profit. I am the LORD 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to give you the land of Canaan, and to be 

your God” (Lev. 25:35–38). 

As we can see, this is directed ultimately to all Israelites, without distinction. It was as 

though God had already seen this occur, that a rich Israelite would treat his poor brother, who 

was in desperate need, mercilessly by profiting from that need, taking interest from him. It is as 

though God were speaking to both of them: Is that why I delivered you both from Egypt? And 

then especially to the rich person: If I showed you such great mercy, why have you not shown 

your fellow Israelite mercy that by comparison is far less? (See Matthew 18:32–33.) The 

Suzerain cannot tolerate his vassal partners treating each other this way. 

Don’t let your brother perish on account of his distress. You may not do that even to a 

“stranger and sojourner” living among you (Lev. 19:33–34). 

Perhaps this was stated because no war is waged more fiercely than a war between brothers. 

Some Christians find it rather easy to be nice toward strangers, but very difficult to respect the 

Blood, which is worn by their fellow Christians on their foreheads. 

As was stated, this passage serves as an introduction to the next section, dealing with the 

Year of Jubilee. Prevention is better than treatment, isn’t it? It was glorious when someone in 



Israel regained his freedom in the Year of Jubilee, but it was even better when people saved him 

from slavery. “Keep him alive” would mean: keep him on his feet economically and socially. 

 

7.3.2 What to do when your brother has sold himself to you (vv. 39–46) 

 

We could say that the Scripture passage that is now before us consists of two parts: (1) about 

people who may not be treated as slaves (vv. 39–43), and (2) about people who may be treated as 

slaves (vv. 44–46). We must not forget, however, that the purpose of both parts is to bind upon 

the hearts of the Israelites the command not to hound each other with harshness in cases of 

servitude. 

 

(1) People who were not allowed to be treated as slaves (vv. 39–43) 

 

Even when an Israelite reached the position of having to sell himself to a fellow Israelite, the 

latter was not permitted to view and treat him as a real slave. 

Already in the Book of the Covenant, at the very beginning, something similar was stated in 

Exodus 21:2–6. There we read about an Israelite who had become a “Hebrew,” that is, one who 

had fallen into such misfortune, for some unspecified reason, like unemployment, and rented 

himself voluntarily as a servant to a fellow Israelite. After six years, the latter was to let him go 

free; later Moses added this: don’t let him depart with empty hands! (Deut. 15:12–16). But if that 

Israelite servant had received a wife from the hand of his master, then that woman and their 

possible children had no right to freedom after those six years. Then it could happen that for the 

sake of his wife and children, such a servant would remain voluntarily with his master. Of 

course, the Year of Jubilee put an end to such relationships, for then everyone returned to his 

own property and to his clan (Lev. 25:10). 

In the Scripture passage we are discussing here, a specific cause of impoverishment is being 

assumed. For in the immediately preceding context Israel is warned against charging interest. 

Evidently that situation is being discussed further. It can happen that someone cannot repay the 

loan. Instead, he offers himself. He “sells himself.” This would not be voluntary at this point, but 

out of necessity, on account of debt. 

Two things needed to be kept in mind. 

First, in the Year of Jubilee the man was to be completely freed, together with his family, and 

he would receive back the property of his ancestors. 

Secondly, during his time of service, the man was not to be treated like a real slave, like a 

serf, but like someone who was coming to a boss to work voluntarily, and would receive his 

wages each day or regularly. Such a day laborer did not become a serf. The serving Israelite 

could never become that, for he already had an Owner. No one less than Yahweh. In the same 

way in which Yahweh remained the owner of Canaan’s land, he would also remain the Owner of 

the Israelites who would one day come to live on that land. This explains the requirement that in 

the Year of Jubilee every Israelite was to receive back both his ancestral portion of the land 

inheritance in Canaan and free independence for himself and his family. Whoever neglected that, 

by, for example, forcing his fellow Israelite during his period of service to complete humiliating 

slave chores—according to Jewish tradition, this would include foot washing, removing 

another’s shoes, carrying the master around in a sedan chair, carrying the master’s accessories 

while walking a little behind him en route to the bath house—would be forgetting not only his 

own background, his own rescue from the house of bondage in Egypt, but also Yahweh’s rights 



as Owner of Canaan and Israel, Owner of the land and of the people. Especially this latter reality 

supplied the deepest motive behind the warning against harshness by one Israelite toward the 

other. 

Could we not compare this with the admonition of the apostle: “By what you eat, do not 

destroy the one for whom Christ died” (Rom. 14:15)? 

 

(1) People who were allowed to be treated as slaves (vv. 39–43) 

 

Israel had slaves. Real slaves. They were allowed by God to have slaves. In this respect as 

well, God let his people live in their cultural context as an ancient Eastern people. 

But Israelites were not permitted to have any brothers from their own people as slaves, and if 

an Israelite came into circumstances of servitude, it was not allowed to be genuine slave labor. 

That is repeated once more! 

What kind of slaves, then, was Israel permitted to have? 

Not slaves from among the Canaanites, for that would have been too dangerous. She was 

allowed to have slaves from the nations surrounding Canaan, and from descendants of the 

sojourners. 

Moreover, in his Law to Israel, God commanded Israel not to behave unmercifully toward 

these real slaves. You can find something about this in the Book of the Covenant. For example, 

an Israelite was not permitted to kill his male or female slave with impunity (Exod. 21:20), and if 

someone injured a slave’s eye or knocked out a slave’s tooth, the slave had the right to be set free 

(Exod. 21:26–27). You will not find such mild stipulations of gentleness in any ancient Near 

Eastern law code. Here is one more example. Later Moses commanded that Israel was not 

allowed to capture and return a fleeing slave to his master (Deut. 23:15–16), but in the code of 

Hammurabi, anyone who allowed a male or female slave to leave the city or hid such a person 

was threatened with death. How much more mercifully God treated the (real) slaves among 

Israel! The Sabbath applied also to them (Exod. 20:10; 23:12), and together with their entire 

family they were allowed to participate in the religious feasts (Deut. 12:12; 16:11). The 

difference was that they were not set free in the Year of Jubilee. That regulation was in force 

among Israel by virtue of “Horeb.” 

 

7.3.3 What to do when your brother has sold himself to a non-Israelite (vv. 47–55) 

 

The last situation that Yahweh discusses involves the possibility that an Israelite fell so far 

into debt to a prosperous non-Israelite who was living among the covenant people. That would 

not have been a good sign. It might possibly have signaled apostasy, and its associated 

punishment. For Moses had later threatened Israel: If you forsake Yahweh, then the sojourner 

among you will become prosperous, but you will fall into poverty. “He shall lend to you, and you 

shall not lend to him” (Deut. 28:44). 

But if something like this occurred, and such an impoverished Israelite “sold” himself to his 

creditor, then the following regulations must be observed among Israel. 

First, in such a situation, an Israelite must continue to have the right of release. Whether this 

release occurred with the help of a relative, or whether he obtained it himself because in one way 

or another he had regained some economic independence. Nevertheless, such a release had to 

proceed fairly. They were to calculate how long the debtor had been with his creditor; how much 

he could have earned during that period if he had worked as a day laborer; that amount would be 



subtracted from what he owed; but then the sojourner would also have the right to payment of 

the remaining balance. 

Secondly, as has already been stated, the impoverished Israelite was not to be treated by the 

sojourner as a real slave, but as someone who was voluntarily working for a wage. The sojourner 

was not to dominate him with the use of force or harshness. The text says: “He shall not rule 

ruthlessly over him in your sight” (v. 53). The phrase, “in your sight,” refers to Israel, and 

teaches us that God’s covenant people were not to permit such a thing to happen to a member of 

their own. Every Israelite was to see to that. 

Thirdly, if before the Year of Jubilee no release had occurred, then the Israelite who had 

landed in servitude on account of his debt to a non-Israelite was to be set free in the Year of 

Jubilee. Even though his master was a sojourner. 

Why? It is repeated once more with a view both to the previous situation and to the entire 

chapter, because Yahweh had not redeemed Israel from Egypt in order thereafter to deliver them 

into another slavery. They already had an Owner, and they continued to keep him as Owner: “I 

am Yahweh your God.” 

 

Are we still supposed to celebrate the Year of Jubilee? 

It is remarkable that later Christians immediately understood that some of the “Sabbaths” 

from the Law did not need to be observed any longer. No one spent a week in the autumn living 

in a garden hut in order to celebrate the Feast of Booths, as a kind of Christian Feast of Booths. 

Unlike what they did with the Feasts of Passover, Pentecost, and the Great Day of Atonement. 

Fortunately, this never happened with respect to the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee. 

Christianity was vexed with the question whether it was permissible to charge interest. We 

mentioned already that people answered that in the negative, on the basis of Aristotle, the teacher 

of the Middle Ages. This philosopher-ethicist reasoned as follows. A cow can bring a calf into 

the world, whereupon the calf is the property of the cow’s owner. But money is dead and cannot 

give birth. Therefore, charging interest for money loaned is morally impermissible. This teaching 

is one of so many examples of foolish argumentation on the part of pagans. But it held wide 

sway over people’s thinking. In Shakespeare’s “The Merchant of Venice,” the merchant asks: 

“Or is your gold and silver ewes and rams?” (such that they can reproduce). Later, charging 

interest was sanctioned by the Christian church with an appeal to God’s prohibition to the 

Israelites against charging interest from a fellow Israelite. But this appeal was entirely worthless. 

For not only was charging interest not forbidden as such by God, but exclusively the charging of 

interest to the brother, whether poor or rich. Moreover, God gave this prohibition “under the 

Law” with the goal of instructing Israel regarding the foundation that he had placed beneath 

Israel’s society (or world), by means of his great deeds in Egypt (by leading the people out of the 

house of bondage) and by means of Horeb (the number seven repeatedly told Israel about the 

covenant God had made there). The time of the pedagogical purpose was now past, as the New 

Testament has taught us. The apostle Paul explicitly testifies to his readers that they are no 

longer “under the Law.” God no longer uses such means to each us about the new covenant, of 

which Jesus has become the Surety. 

So a Christian may confidently loan his money at interest, and take that interest for himself. 

But the demand of the gospel, that echoes for us in the Law’s prohibition of taking interest, 

remains valid for us in view especially of the commentary on that prohibition in Leviticus 25, the 

chapter about the Sabbath year and the Year of Jubilee. It remains valid especially with respect 

to our treatment of fellow believers (Gal. 6:10). Today as well, we could very well be called 



upon to help someone without necessarily counting on interest, indeed, perhaps even without any 

hope of repayment. You may wish to reflect further on the beautiful manner in which Isaiah 

61:1–3, by using figurative language borrowed unmistakably from the institution of the Year of 

Jubilee, proclaims the gospel to the church that was redeemed from the Babylonian captivity, and 

how the Lord Jesus applied Isaiah 61 to himself when he announced his appearance in the 

synagogue of Nazareth and to John the Baptizer (Luke 4:17–21; 7:22). The Spirit of God had 

anointed him to bring the gospel to the poor. He had been sent to proclaim release to the 

prisoners and give sight to the blind, to send the brokenhearted away in freedom, and to proclaim 

the acceptable year of the Lord. You will understand, of course, that this was spoken in 

figurative language. 

 

Review 

 

When we look back now over Leviticus 23–25, dealing with the Sabbaths whose observance 

God had required among ancient Israel, we find a garment for ourselves whose material was 

fashioned from the weekly Sabbath days and upon which God himself had embroidered seven 

special Sabbath scenes. With fine thread and sharp colors he embedded these in the garment. The 

background was formed by the weakly Sabbath days. All work was forbidden on those days. The 

Great Day of Atonement was just such a Sabbath day, even though it did not necessary occur on 

a Saturday (Lev. 23:3, 31). But on the other days of the festival weeks that were connected to the 

Feast of Passover and the Feast of Booths, only “servile work” was forbidden. So there was a 

difference between the command of absolute rest and the prohibition of servile labor. The Feast 

of Passover and the Feast of Pentecost differed from each other in color, just like the green 

firstfruits of the barley of Passover and the golden yellow grain from which the Pentecost loaves 

were baked. 

What has the Christian church done with this artwork? 

She has messed it up royally. 

She has taken her scissors and cut off from the garment of the weekly Sabbath days the 

embroidered threads of the seven special Sabbaths, and hidden them in the rarely opened 

museum box so that hardly any minister dares to preach a sermon about the Day of the Seventh 

New Moon or the Feast of Booths, and she has kept one thread for the Christian celebration of 

Good Friday, Easter, and Pentecost. Without any connection or significance drawn from the 

fullness of Scripture. Nevertheless, with the meager leftover of her vandalism, she has turned the 

rag known as the weekly Sabbath days into a Sunday frock. 

But she has forgotten that the one was closely connected with the other. For in the entire Law 

of Horeb has been cut up in a striking manner. The division of the Torah into, for example, 

moral, civil, and ceremonial laws has become commonplace. Although, fortunately, not without 

protest. Nowhere in Scripture can you find any basis for this kind of dividing up of the Law. 

Scripture always presents the Law to us as an indivisible entity, in which we can certainly make 

distinctions but no separation. Without any rhyme or reason it was decreed that the primary laws, 

or the “moral” laws, reduced in practice to the Ten Commandments, remain binding for us. 

Although the Synod of Dort put the scissors to the Fourth Commandment by explaining it as 

consisting of a moral and a ceremonial element. 

This is terribly dangerous, simply making a separation between a portion of the Law that 

remains binding and a portion that does not. Recall in this connection that a man of such prestige 



as Gomarus identified the so-called Covenant of Works with the Sinai Covenant, and recall what 

an epigone like Witsius defended in this regard (see Genesis, 132–35). 

This was a gateway for Legalism. And an opportunity for Judaizing, for boasting once again 

in the flesh (Gal. 6:13), for trusting in the flesh (Phil. 3:3–4), just as Paul did before his 

conversion (Rom. 7:5: “while we were living in the flesh”), as did Israel when they opposed 

Christ, and the Judaizing Christians who did not genuinely obey him (Israel “according to the 

flesh,” 1 Cor. 10:18) with its “regulations for the body” (Heb. 9:10). The result of this separation 

within the Law was to render meaningless the struggle between religion-according-to-the-flesh 

and religion-according-to-the-Spirit, against which Paul had so urgently warned the Roman 

Christians (Rom. 8:5–9). The kingdom of God does not consist in (quarreling about) eating and 

drinking (or nowadays things with the same subordinate value), but in righteousness, peace, and 

joy through the Holy Spirit (Rom. 14:17). 

Moreover, this kind of fanaticism for the Law was entirely in conflict with the Law itself, as 

we see from the fact that the apostle Paul could cite from the Law to his heart’s content in 

support of the gospel that he was preaching, as we learn from Romans 3:21 and Romans 4–5. 

Witness the Law itself, which provides time and again a glimpse of God’s accommodation. One 

Dutch Reformed Old Testament scholar (W. Gispen) has written about “The Flexibility of the 

Mosaic Law.” He insists that neither legalism nor rigorism are genuine fruits of the Torah or of 

the Mosaic Law. Here are some examples. Passover was to be celebrated in the first month, 

under penalty of death. But if a person was prevented from doing so, it could also be celebrated 

in the second month (Num. 9:1–14). This was permitted not only in cases of uncleanness, in 

connection with which the hindrance had arisen, but also, as God himself gently added, if 

someone was gone on a long trip. Later, during the time of Hezekiah, people made widespread 

use of this divine gentleness (2 Chron. 30:2–4, 13, 15). That godly king of Judah displayed no 

trace of literalism. When in the episode of Leviticus 10, Aaron did not act according to the letter 

of the Law and had angered Moses in that regard, he had to admit his error later. Aaron dared to 

deviate somewhat with regard to a particular case of cultic prescription. The priest Ahimelech 

gave the showbread to David and his men, because there was no other bread (1 Sam. 21:1–6), 

and the Lord Jesus appealed to that to justify his own conduct (Luke 6:3–5). Recall how flexibly 

Yahweh dealt with the daughters of Zelophehad with regard to their complaint. When there was 

no son to inherit, the daughters were allowed to receive the inheritance (Num. 27). 

The Law of Horeb was definitely a “law of the Medes and the Persians,” one that could never 

be appealed (see Esther 1:19; 8:18). The possibility of setting it aside once its essence had been 

fulfilled, was built into its structure. 

 

But people have acted brazenly against the Law of the Sabbaths. People have mutilated them, 

scarred them, and gutted them. 

Scarred them by recklessly ripping them from the body, the entirety of the Law. For example, 

no one insisted that Christians had to observe the command that a person was to wear on the four 

corners of his garment tassels or cords containing a dark blue thread in remembrance of God’s 

commands (Num. 15:37–41; Deut. 22:12). Nor are people embarrassed before God when men 

wear articles of women’s clothing or women wear clothing resembling men’s garments, or when 

people wear garments made of mixed material, all contrary to Leviticus 19:19 and Deuteronomy 

22:9. Christian farmers have never objected to sowing a field with two kinds of seed, contrary to 

Leviticus 19:19 and Deuteronomy 22:9. Nor have people sent lepers, those with a flow of blood, 

etc. from the church on the basis of Number 5:1–4. And people have paid so little attention to the 



food laws of Leviticus 11–15, that there was a time when every farm worker, no matter how 

God-fearing, grew his pig and slaughtered it in November for his winter supply. Yet, from the 

entirety of these commandments people have boldly cut out that piece of the Sabbath days. 

In order then to put the scissors yet once more into that cloth. They carved it up. 

The Feast of Booths and the Day of the Seventh New Month were cut off. 

The Feasts of Passover and Pentecost? Well, to be sure, they were Christianized, but 

nonetheless also torn off. The Great Day of Atonement was separated so radically that it has 

been moved from the autumn to the spring, promoted to Good Friday. 

This feature and that were scrapped. 

All except the weekly Sabbath day. Not that one. Precisely not that one. 

What logic! 

What an irrational, destructive impulse with regard to the one indivisible entity of the 

beautiful cycle of Israel’s Sabbaths. 

 

Then this sad remnant of the Sabbath Torah was Christianized as well. The weekly Sabbath 

day was viewed as having been moved from Saturday to Sunday. And behold, the Christian 

church had thereby opened her doors to all those woes of Legalism with regard to “the Christian 

Sabbath.” 

She delighted in that, also in the Netherlands. Such quarrels as we see nowadays in modern 

Israel turned the Sabbath rest into a source of unrest for our ancestors as well. The aircraft of El 

Al airlines may not fly on Shabbat in Israel today, and they must depart from a foreign terminal 

with enough time to land in Israel before Shabbat begins. Electricity has been introduced to 

remote parts of Israel, but the householder still used oil lamps on Shabbat, because he does not 

wish to make use of the services of other Jews who work on Shabbat in the electricity plants. 

Such practices are familiar to our ears. One of the many issues that has soured church life in the 

Netherlands was the issue of “the Christian Sabbath.” A phrase, by the way, that contains an 

inner contradiction. For Sabbath days were signs of the Horeb covenant (Exod. 31:17), and that 

Horeb covenant belongs now to the past (Heb. 8:13). 

It is unfortunate that people continue to speak of a Sabbath day for Christians, since that no 

longer exists. The Horeb covenant no longer exists. Nonetheless, the sabbatistic spirit succeeded 

in making Sunday a tortuous experience for some Christians. One well-known Dutch Reformed 

minister, long before automobile transportation was common, when asked why he did not use 

public transportation on Sunday when he went to preach a long distance away, said: “My Father 

approves of it, but my brothers have problems with it.” 

All such narrowness arose because of misunderstanding. People acted as though the Horeb 

covenant still existed. Of course, in a renewed, sublimated form in the new covenant, of which 

Jesus had become the Surety. Instead, as Hebrews 8:13 teaches us, it has passed away. 

 

When in his epistle to the Romans, the apostle Paul indicated that he would be traveling to 

Rome in the near future, he knew full well that he would be greeted by some of his readers as an 

apostate, as one who had rejected what had always been viewed as holy and sacred. Including the 

Sabbaths! 

Indeed, the apostle deeply regretted that the Galatian Christians allowed themselves to be 

subjected to “days and months and seasons and years” (Gal. 4:10). He wrote to the Colossians as 

well: “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard 

to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath” (Col. 2:16). Such demands never appeared in Paul’s 



preaching of the gospel. Now that Christ had come, he viewed all days in the same way (Rom. 

14:5). We read nowhere that he chased people to church on Sunday with a stick made with wood 

from Horeb. 

Some (Jewish) readers would have viewed him as rather superficial on this account, and his 

preaching rather liberal. 

From Romans 1, it appears that the apostle was of the view that they could think of him what 

they wished. He would be coming to Rome, for, as he put it: “For I am not ashamed of the 

gospel” with respect to you. Even though it was a gospel without a Sabbath day (Rom. 1:16). 

Therefore it is regrettable that the custom arose of saying to the church of the new covenant 

every Sunday morning: “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.” No wonder, then, that 

synods and church assemblies speak incorrectly even today about Sunday as “Sabbath.” 

 

 

 

  



Chapter 27 

 

Conclusion and transition to Numbers (Lev. 26–27) 

 

 

As we bring our discussion of Leviticus to a close, we will take the last two chapters, 

Leviticus 26–27, together. 

In so doing, we are not following a forced approach. 

These last two chapters belong together, something you can see from their final verses. 

Leviticus 26 closes this way: “These are the statutes and rules and laws that the LORD made 

between himself and the people of Israel through Moses on Mount Sinai.” And the last verse of 

Leviticus 27 states this: “These are the commandments that the LORD commanded Moses for the 

people of Israel on Mount Sinai.” As you can see, the similarities are many. Both are genuine 

closing verses, and both draw our attention to what happened on Mount Sinai between the 

construction of the tabernacle at Horeb and the numbering of the Israelite men who were twenty 

years or older, with a view to the march from Horeb. 

There is no objection against taking these two chapters together, especially in terms of the 

location and the content of these chapters. On the contrary, we will see this clearly when we 

consider the following: 

 

1. The content of Leviticus 26 

2. The place of Leviticus 26 

3. The place of Leviticus 27 

4. The content of Leviticus 27 

 

1. The content of Leviticus 26 

 

1.1 Introduction (Lev. 26:1–2) 

 

May we review once more, very briefly, the latest events? All of them are facts related to 

what Scripture calls the foundation of the (Israelite) world (see Exodus, 304–11). Facts 

surrounding Horeb! 

First, on that very mountain of Horeb Moses was called as savior, when he was tending 

sheep. God promised deliverance for his oppressed people in Egypt. As guarantee he revealed his 

new name, Yahweh, the One Who Is Near, and he promised that the Israelites would one day 

worship him at this very place. 

Then followed the Israelites being led out of Egypt, and being led to Horeb. Great works! 

Then God established a covenant with Israel at Horeb, entirely in line with the requirements 

of that time. The certificate of the covenant was given in duplicate in Moses’ hands, and Yahweh 

spoke about it with Moses in an extended conversation, explaining how he wanted his covenant 

people to conduct themselves toward him and toward each other. Moses initially provided an 

oral account of this conversation to the elders, and later put it into writing. This became the Book 

of the Covenant. 

Next, after declaring himself king over Israel and having taken Israel as his priestly kingdom, 

Yahweh informed them of his desire to come dwell in the midst of his people in a tent. With that 

in view, the tabernacle was constructed and employed by Yahweh as his dwelling. 



All of this occurred within a year’s time. 

From that point forward, this tabernacle was the place where Yahweh spoke to Moses from 

the ark of the covenant. Over the course of a month, he gave Moses further instructions regarding 

Israel’s concourse with him and with each other. Moses would have written this down 

immediately. Today they constitute the contents of the book that we know as Leviticus. 

We now know, from this book, in how many different ways Yahweh wanted the Israelites to 

recall his covenant. By means of sacrifices, altars, and the priesthood. But also by means of 

many and sundry regulations that affected their lives day and night. 

We could summarize all of this under one command: Israelites, observe my Horeb covenant! 

Nevertheless, it is striking that we find nowhere in Leviticus such formulations of God’s 

further statutes and ordinances. That is, such a positive formulation. We do find many 

prohibitions and many warnings of a negative cast that were given to the Israelites, such as never 

getting involved with pagans and their practices. Examples galore. Don’t eat the blood! Don’t 

consult the dead! No scurrilous sexual relationships! 

How must we explain this? 

In this fact, the most exalted relevant character of Leviticus is manifested. If it is true of any 

portion of Scripture that we must constantly seek to read it in the context of its time of origin, 

then this certainly goes for Leviticus. We should never read it as some timeless document. When 

reading Leviticus, we should always be thinking of that month of divine activity. Horeb was 

nothing more than a rest stop. The trek was toward Canaan. A beautiful land, to be sure, but 

inhabited by terribly filthy people. 

It was for this reason that earlier, we compared the commandments and statutes that we now 

find in Leviticus with a harness with which God yoked his people to himself before he let them 

march off to Canaan. “For God did not want his Israel to go into battle unprotected” (as we wrote 

near the beginning of this commentary). 

 

So then, the introduction found in Leviticus 26 fits completely with this sharply antithetical 

formulation of the single covenant requirement (vv. 1–2). These verses also bear a situational 

character. We must recall that after receiving the revelations of God to Moses, known to us now 

from Leviticus, Israel broke camp a few weeks later and began the second, or final, stage of the 

trek to Canaan. This evidently explains this very special, highly relevant and exceedingly 

concrete opening of Leviticus 26. 

Let’s read through it. 

Verse 1: You shall not make idols for yourselves. Here, the word ʾĕlōhîm is not used, a word 

that could be used even for Yahweh and that we translated as images of gods and gods of 

silver/gold when we discussed Exodus 20:23 [see Exodus, 105]. Rather, the denigrating word 

ʾĕlîlim is used, that can be translated as rubbish, or things of nothing, as we indicated in 

connection with Leviticus 19:4. It is a deeply disapproving word. We need to hear the warning 

that it contains! 

Or erect an image or pillar. Here is expressed what is explicitly forbidden. First, making a 

pesel, an idol of a deity. The word itself indicates that this would have been hewn from stone, but 

it could also have been crafted from clay, wood, or metal. The second Hebrew word used here, 

translated as figured stone, is maṣṣēbâ, referring to a stone that people would erect as a memorial 

(Gen. 28:18 [Jacob], 35:20 [Rachel], 2 Sam. 18:18 [Absolom]). So the word could be used also 

in an entirely favorable sense, for a stele or pillar. In connection with the establishing of the 

covenant at Horeb, Moses erected an altar “of twelve maṣṣēbôt” or twelve pillars (Exod. 24:4a; 



see Exodus, p. 123). But here, as in Exodus 23:24 and 34:13, the word is used to warn against 

Canaanite symbols of honor for Baal. 

And you shall not set up a figured stone in your land to bow down to it, for I am the LORD 

your God. The meaning of the first Hebrew word, maśkît, is not altogether certain. One Dutch 

Reformed Old Testament scholar translates it as “stone with emblems,” another as “sculptured 

stone,” yet another as “figures of stone.” The idea involves stones that represent pagan figures, 

before which or over which or on which people bowed down. From Numbers 33:52 it appears 

that something like this was present in Canaan. 

 

Verse 2: You shall keep my Sabbaths and reverence my sanctuary: I am the LORD. This verse 

will be familiar to our readers. Here once again, the Israelites receive the same command as in 

Leviticus 19:3–4. Earlier, the positive element came first—observe the teaching of your parents 

and your priests regarding the Sabbaths—and then the negative: no idolatry! Here the warning 

against pagan worship is joined directly to the summons to observe what Israel learned at the 

sanctuary on the Sabbaths (the weekly Sabbath days plus the seven special Sabbaths). 

Indeed, the longer we look at this introduction to Leviticus 26, the more familiar it sounds. It 

makes us think of the Book of the Covenant, whereby in its strongly anti-Canaanite conclusion, 

Yahweh summons the Israelites: Later in Canaan, you may not visit any sanctuaries of the idols, 

but faithfully celebrate my feasts! (See Exodus 23:13–33, repeated in Exodus 34:10–26.) 

 

1.2 The promise of God’s blessing in connection with observing the imposed obligations 

(Lev. 26:3–13) 

 

We have drawn attention to the fact that the word covenant does not appear in the 

introductory verses of Leviticus 26. But we explained why that happened. The word covenant 

did not appear in the previous chapters, with one single exception, Leviticus 2:13, although no 

one would deny the explicitly covenantal character of those chapters. Simply recall the repeated 

warnings against intermingling with paganism. 

The same feature characterizes the rest of our chapter here. 

In the bulk of this chapter the word covenant does appear. Three times, in verses 9, 15, and 

25. That is not frequent. Nevertheless, the character of that main content is thoroughly 

covenantal. For this portion deals with the promised covenant blessing (vv. 3–13) and the threat 

of the covenant curse (vv. 14–45). 

The first of those two portions is short enough for us to read in its entirety with a few 

explanatory comments interspersed. 

Verse 3: If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments and do them, [4] then I 

will give you your rains in their season [the early rains after sowing, from October through 

December, and the late rains in March, Deut. 11:14], and the land shall yield its increase, and 

the trees of the field shall yield their fruit. [5] Your threshing [which begins near the end of 

April] shall last to the time of the grape harvest [which begins in September], and the grape 

harvest shall last to the time for sowing [October-November]. And you shall eat your bread to 

the full and dwell in your land securely. [6] I will give peace in the land, and you shall lie down, 

and none shall make you afraid [a metaphor borrowed from the tranquil lying down of a flock]. 

And I will remove harmful beasts from the land, and the sword shall not go through your land. 

[You shall not need to fear either predatory animals or enemies.] [7] You shall chase your 

enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword [8] Five of you shall chase a hundred, and a 



hundred of you shall chase ten thousand, and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword 

[since God would bring a spirit of cowardice upon Israel’s enemies, Exod. 23:8]. [9] I will turn 

to you [be concerned for you, 2 Sam. 9:8, Ps. 25:15, 69:17] and make you fruitful and multiply 

you [especially by bestowing the blessing of children] and will confirm my covenant with you [I 

will honor it, by granting you offspring]. [10] You [even though you are so numerous] shall eat 

old store long kept, and you shall clear out the old to make way for the new [due to lack of 

storage space]. [11] I will make my dwelling among you [perhaps with a view to 2 Cor. 6:16, this 

could be translated more generally: By blessing you in this way, I will show clearly the blessing 

that I am not willing to forsake you], and my soul [or I] shall not abhor you [as can happen in a 

marriage, Ezek. 16:45]. [12] And I will walk among you [continue dwelling, of which promise 

the tabernacle was a seal] and will be your God, and you shall be my people. [13] I am the LORD 

your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, that you should not be their [the Egyptians’] 

slaves. And I have broken the bars of your yoke and made you walk erect [in connection with the 

exodus; there was an Assyrian relief clearly showing prisoners sweating under the yoke of 

dragging heavy burdens under the watchful eye of a supervisor; the part of the yoke resting on 

the shoulders was called the shoulder bar]. 

 

1.3 Threat of God’s curse in connection with not observing the imposed duties (Lev. 26:14–

15) 

 

This portion is far larger. It deals with the punishments that God would visit upon the 

Israelites if they broke his covenant. Naturally this has the intention of warning them. But if the 

one warning did not help, then the others would follow, and if Israel went from bad to worse, 

Yahweh would intensify his punishments. This explains why in verses 14–33, we can observe 

different stages in God’s wrath. 

 

In verses 14–17, the situation is not yet at its worst. There is covenant breaking on the part of 

the people. Not on the part of individuals, but on the part of the majority of the people. 

Nonetheless, the punishments are not yet very serious. The Israelites would have to deal with 

sicknesses and endure the invasions of plunderers who would rob Israel of their valuable harvest. 

Verses 18–20 presuppose, however, that this would not help. At that point, Yahweh would 

punish Israel sevenfold, which means, even more severely. For at that point he would hold back 

the rains, so that the sky would be like iron and the land like copper. Not a cloud in the sky, not a 

drop of dew on the soil. That was very serious in a land like Palestine! 

Verses 21–22 presuppose that this too did not help. At that point, Yahweh would punish even 

more severely. For at that point, he would release the predatory animals against the children of 

the Israelites, in order to rend them asunder, and upon their livestock in the meadows, and upon 

the travelers on the roads, so that people would just as soon not travel. 

Verses 23–26 presuppose that this punishment was not enough, either. At that point, Yahweh 

would avenge his covenant even more severely, the covenant that the Israelites had dared to 

violate, and he would visit them with war. And when people would retreat from their enemies 

into fortresses, he would send a pestilence among the people who were piled into those 

fortresses. Whoever survived the plague would fall into the hands of the enemy as a prisoner of 

war. Great scarcity would spread everywhere. Whereas otherwise every housewife baked her 

own bread in her own oven, now ten would have to make do with a single oven. A tiny ration 



would be distributed to each person, so that he or she would not get even half the food he 

needed. 

Verses 27–33 presuppose the last stage of hardening, and talk about the terrible punishments 

that Yahweh would visit upon the Israelites. Desperately hungry, people would eat their own 

children. Seething with anger, Yahweh would allow the sanctuaries of the Israelites to be 

destroyed where they came to beseech their pagan idols for help with their burning of incense 

sacrifices. In an ironic way he would have the pillars of their idol gods defiled by having the 

corpses of their own worshipers thrown on them (v. 30). The Hebrew word used here for idols is 

an insulting word that means pile of dung. Furthermore, city and country would be given over so 

thoroughly to destruction that the enemies who had come to live in Israel’s land would be 

shocked. For the Israelites themselves would be led away into captivity. Moreover, that would 

happen in a harsh manner, with the sword of Yahweh’s anger chasing them. 

Verses 34–39 paint the situation where the land and the people would end up. The land 

would receive payment for its shortage of sabbatical years. Those were years when the land was 

to lie fallow. And the captives would die off in a foreign land, their nerves shot, as scared as a 

hare, trembling at the slightest danger. 

Verses 40–45 answer the question: But would Israel be destroyed completely? 

That would be impossible. 

When Yahweh once turned in terrible rage against Israel at Horeb, on account of the sin with 

the golden calf, and he spoke with Moses about destroying them all, he wanted to spare Moses 

and make him into a great nation (Exod. 32:10). You read later about something similar (Num. 

14:12). In this way, through Moses the promise given to Abraham about a numerous posterity 

would be fulfilled. 

So already at Horeb, God had predicted that the Israelite people would never disappear 

entirely from the face of the earth. Not even if he would have to visit the people with the most 

extreme punishment of captivity. In that case, there would always remain a remnant of those 

converted to Yahweh, to whom Yahweh would show himself faithful to his covenant, which lay 

deeper than the Horeb covenant and that was immutable, namely, his covenant with Jacob, with 

Isaac, and with Abraham. Notice how the chronological sequence is reversed, in order to express 

God’s unbreakable faithfulness to his covenant with Abraham. 

Yahweh would remember land and people again with compassion. 

But the land would have to catch up with its Sabbath years. God’s threats were not empty 

threats. With the statutes given at Horeb, including those involving the Sabbaths, he would not 

permit them to be violated with impunity. 

 

1.4 Concluding verse (Lev. 26:46) 

 

This verse reads as follows: These are the statutes and rules and laws that the LORD made 

between himself and the people of Israel through Moses on Mount Sinai. 

We have already discussed several words in this verse. For example, regarding the word 

“between,” Israel was supposed to know that God was not a filthy baʿal, but the holy Yahweh. 

People were not allowed simply to come near to him. Just like during the time of God’s descent 

on Sinai, a protective railing had to be constructed for protecting people and animals, so too the 

laws of Leviticus would, as it were, form a protective fence of isolation between Yahweh and his 

people. And regarding the words “on Mount Sinai,” we observed that they appear more often in 

Leviticus (7:38). They have in view especially the Sacrifice Torah, as that was given by God to 



Moses at Horeb. These words appear in Leviticus 25:1 as well, and there refer specifically to the 

provision of Sabbath year and Year of Jubilee. But here in Leviticus 26:46, they refer to 

everything that God had declared to Moses from the ark of the covenant that had been placed in 

the recently constructed tabernacle, in the second month of the second year. In view of the 

extensive list of “statutes, ordinances, and laws.” Indeed, in view of this very extensive list, and 

in view of its very ordinary and extremely generalized character, this conclusion of Leviticus 26 

could very well have been designed to draw the attention of the Israelites to the recently 

mentioned sanctions of covenant blessing and covenant curse, affixed by God, as a kind of 

culmination, to all the words that he had spoken at Horeb in connection with, and after, 

establishing his covenant there. Including his Ten Words, Moses’ Book of the Covenant, and the 

institution of the tabernacle with everything connected to its ministry. 

 

2. The place of Leviticus 26 

 

Anyone familiar with Leviticus 26 will not be surprised that this chapter has been located 

here. 

First, on account of the special content of this chapter. It contains the sanctions of the Horeb 

covenant. Promise of blessing with an eye to observing the covenant bestowed upon Israel, and 

the threat of wrath with an eye to not observing the covenant. People do not position such a 

chapter before, but after the mention of that covenant and everything connected to it. 

But that also apparently involved a custom of that time. For nowadays we have become 

acquainted with so much about the covenants established in the world of the ancient Near East 

that we may consider it commonplace that such covenants were concluded with particular 

sanctions that were added to the agreed-upon covenant stipulations. Yahweh obviously employed 

this custom in this situation, already somewhat in terms of the Ten Words of Horeb. But more 

explicitly in the conversation he had with Moses afterwards, from which the Book of the 

Covenant originated (see Exod. 23:13–33, as well as Exod. 34:10–26). And Moses did similarly 

later in connection with the renewing of the covenant on the plains of Moab (Deut. 28). Here, 

then, we seem to be dealing with a permanent standard. 

It is to this that Leviticus 26 owes its location at the end of the book. For it was not fitting 

that covenant sanctions would be at the beginning, but at the end. 

With this we are not arguing that the one who assigned our chapter this location was, by this 

action, declaring that he had seen a formal covenant structure in the entire preceding book of 

Leviticus. No, but he did see a document that was thoroughly covenantal. Something that in our 

discussion of those preceding chapters, we have observed repeatedly. We mentioned earlier that 

in the laws of Leviticus people have constantly heard the sounding board of the Horeb covenant. 

To that we would add the following. 

The fact that a document that in its entirety does not display the shape of a formal covenant 

treaty, but contains little more than a collection of laws, nonetheless ends with a chapter that 

contained sanctions, is without parallel in the extra-biblical history of the ancient Near East. 

When Hammurabi concluded his famous law code, then he expressed a benediction with respect 

to those who would observe what he had written on his memorial stones (the law stipulations). 

But if that person failed to observe his words, then may Anum rob him of his royal splendor, and 

break his scepter. And then follow columns filled with curses, whereby Anum, Ellil, Ea and 

other gods and goddesses are summoned. 

Two more comments. 



First, concerning Leviticus 26 and the subsequent history of Israel. 

Anyone reading Leviticus 26 cannot help but think repeatedly of various events told to us 

from Israel’s subsequent history. How carelessly the warnings of Horeb were later ignored. 

Indeed, in the time of Gideon, it happened that the Israelites sowed, and their seed grew, but 

plundering tribes from other nations came to steal their harvest (Judges 6:3–6). 

Worse still was when in the days of Ahab and Elijah, God held back the rain and the dew, 

which were so indispensable in Palestine (1 Kings 17:1). 

Under Jeroboam the prophet from Judah, who had prophesied to the king the defilement of 

his altar with burned human bones but who himself was disobedient, discovered how dangerous 

the roads had become with predatory animals. He was killed by a lion (1 Kings 13:24). 

In the time of Elisha, the famine was so severe in besieged Samaria that women were eating 

their children (2 Kings 6:25, 29; cf. Lam. 2:20, 4:10). 

Before this, Israelite children had been led away as slaves (2 Kings 5:2; cf. 2 Chron. 21:16–

17; Joel 3:3, 6; Obadiah 11, 20). This was a proof that it had already become very late on the 

clock of God’s patience. Finally, first the ten tribes and then the two tribes went away into 

captivity. At that point the promised land lay there, depopulated, to say nothing of being 

inhabited by foreigners (2 Kings 17:24), and the land received the Sabbath years due to it (2 

Chron. 36:21). 

But repentance and conversion among those led away did come, in view of the wonderful 

prayers in Daniel 9 and Nehemiah 9, and God brought a remnant back to the land of the fathers, 

and the size of the exilic church was made even larger than that of the church that had been led 

away into captivity (Isa. 54). The apostle Paul pointed out that the glory of the post-exilic church 

consisted especially in the bringing forth of our Lord Jesus Christ and the inclusion of the 

Gentiles by faith in him (Gal. 4:27). Thereby God’s covenant promise to Abraham was fulfilled 

(Gen. 12:1–3; Gal. 3:14). 

There is no clearer commentary on Leviticus 26 than the subsequent history of Israel and 

what we read in the New Testament about the engrafting of Gentiles into the ancient, though still 

preserved Israelite church proceeding from the blood of Abraham (Rom. 11:17–36). 

 

It is an altogether different question whether we who are Christians should still read a chapter 

like Leviticus 26 as having been written for us and as something still applicable to us. 

Of course, the book of Leviticus remains for us a part of Holy Scripture of the old covenant, 

given to us as well as to Timothy in order to make us wise unto salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus (2 Tim. 3:15). How often did we not see in the Sacrifice Torah the entire suffering and 

death of our Savior portrayed before our eyes, together with the benefits that he has obtained for 

us, namely, our justification, sanctification, and glorification! For this reason alone Leviticus is 

an indispensable book for readers of the New Testament. It provides the foundation for the 

doctrine of Christ and his apostles. Even though we know very well that that Sacrifice Torah no 

longer mandates us to bring various sacrifices with everything connected with them. There, too, 

we see clearly that the Horeb covenant belongs to the past. 

In still another sense, Leviticus plays an important role in the New Testament. How often 

don’t those who speak and write in the New Testament—Christ and his apostles, as well as many 

of their contemporaries—allude to that book, even quote literally from it at times? We can see 

this from the following list: 

 

Leviticus 7:6 → Romans 10:18 



 7:12 → Hebrews 13:15 

 7:15 → Romans 10:18 

 8:15  →Hebrews 9:21 

 8:19 → Hebrews 9:21 

 9:7 → Hebrews 5:3 

 11:2 → Hebrews 9:10 

 11:44 → 1 Peter 1:15 

 12:22 → Luke 2:22 

 13:2, 49 → Matthew 8:4, Mark 1:44, Luke 5:14, 17 

 14:4 → Hebrews 9:19 

 15:8 → Hebrews 9:10 

 16:2 → Hebrews 6:19 

 16:6 → Hebrews 5:13, 7:27 

 16:12 → Hebrews 6:19, Revelation 8:5 

 16:13 → Romans 3:25; Hebrews 9:13 

 16:14 → Hebrews 9:13 

 16:15 → Hebrews 7:27 

 18:5 → Romans 10:5, Galatians 3:12 

 18:16 → Matthew 14:4, Mark 6:18 

 19:2 → 1 Peter 1:15 

 19:15 → Luke 20:21, James 2:9 

 19:16 → James 4:11 

 19:18 → Matthew 22:39, Mark 12:31, James 2:8 

 19:32 → 1 Timothy 5:1 

 20:9 → Matthew 15:4 

 20:10 → John 8:4 

 20:19 → 2 Corinthians 6:14 

 20:25 → 2 Corinthians 6:17 

 23:15 → Acts 2:1 

 23:34 → John 7:12 

 23:36 → John 7:37 

 24:5–9 → Mark 2:26 

 24:16 → Matthew 26:66, Mark 11:64, John 19:7 

 24:19 → Matthew 5:39 

 25:10 → Luke 4:19 

 25:35 → Luke 6:334 

 25:43 → Ephesians 6:9, Colossians 4:1 

 25:53 → Colossians 4:1 

 26:11 → 2 Corinthians 6:16b 

 26:21 → Revelation 15:6, 8; 21:9 

 26:41 → Acts 7:51 

 27:30 → Matthew 23:23 

It would be foolish indeed if Christians were to neglect such an important book of the Bible. 

They would suffer voluntary impoverishment. They would not be walking in the footsteps of the 

apostles. Note, for example, how the apostle Peter uses Leviticus 19:2 to direct his (former) 

Gentile readers to God’s holiness (1 Pet.1:15), and how the apostle Paul alludes to Leviticus 



25:43, 53, when he commands Christians who had believing slaves not to act harshly and 

unjustly toward them (Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1). Even though we need not bother with the (symbolic) 

command to separate clean from unclean animals (Lev. 20:25–26), with an obvious allusion to 

that command, the apostle commands the Corinthians not to intermingle with the wicked (2 Cor. 

6:17). 

The entire Law, including Leviticus, teaches us how holy our heavenly Father is even now, 

and how we are covered only by the blood that he has supplied for us (Lev. 17:11), and how we 

must walk now before him and before all people. 

And this pertains especially to Leviticus 26. 

Here as well it is true that now we need no longer fear God’s punishment and wrath because 

we no longer observe his statutes and ordinances of Horeb, dealing, for example, with the 

Sabbaths (Feast of Passover, etc., Sabbath years, etc.; see Lev. 26:34, 43). We don’t want 

Judaizing. Nobody has the right now to subject the church of the New Covenant to such laws that 

belonged to the fading Horeb covenant. But from this it does not follow at all that the church of 

the New Covenant today no longer needs to be warned about the wrath of this New Covenant. 

The New Testament teaches us differently. For the same passage that we just quoted from Paul’s 

letter to the Romans warns the Christians from Gentile background that God would punish them 

in the same way if they fell away from Christ as he punished the Jews who in Paul’s time had 

rejected Christ (Rom. 11:21). An identical warning is directed by the author of Hebrews to 

Christians who were of Jewish background. Indeed, he goes so far as to write that unfaithfulness 

toward the gospel of the High Priest who was more than Aaron would be punished even more 

severely than the arrogant transgression of the Law of Moses. For we read in Hebrews 10:29–31: 

“How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one who has trampled 

underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was 

sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, ‘Vengeance is mine; 

I will repay.’ And again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’ It is a fearful thing to fall into the 

hands of the living God.” 

Just as the later history of Israel offers the clearest commentary on Leviticus 26, with respect 

to the promise and wrath of God’s Horeb covenant, so too, it is to be feared, the later history of 

Christianity, about which such somber woes have been expressed in these recent times and 

which feels threatened today by apocalyptic horrors, can also offer a poignant commentary on 

the two passages of Romans 11 and Hebrews 10, which we have mentioned. 

Anyone who does not see this will lay aside our comment. There have been those who 

absolutely refused to hear any talk of covenant wrath toward the church of the new dispensation. 

Anyone who does see this will be like Josiah. When this king heard the words of the Law, he 

tore his clothes (2 Chron. 34:19), because he understood how great God’s wrath had to be on 

account of Judah’s forsaking of his covenant. This was something that later was all too justified. 

At that point, God would know nothing of forgiveness (2 Kings 24:4). May it not be that late for 

Christianity. 

On the other hand, however, it is also the case that the New Testament, far from lumping 

together the righteous with the wicked, makes a similar distinction between those who serve God 

and those who do not serve him (Mal. 3:18). Just as the latter are threatened with God’s 

punishment, so God’s promise is given to the former. For example, with words like these: “For 

‘Whoever desires to love life and see good days, let him keep his tongue from evil and his lips 

from speaking deceit; let him turn away from evil and do good; let him seek peace and pursue it. 

For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his ears are open to their prayer. But the face 



of the Lord is against those who do evil’” (1 Pet. 3:10–12). The apostle took these words from 

the Old Testament, from Psalm 34:12–16. He could do that because Scripture is one, even 

though it must be read with skills of discernment. 

 

3. The place of Leviticus 27 

 

The book of Leviticus ends not with chapter 26, concerning the sanctions of the Horeb 

covenant, but with chapter 27, concerning vows and concerning buying back people, houses, etc. 

And that has been a thorn in the flesh, for people have felt that that should never have happened. 

The book of Leviticus should have ended with chapter 26, with the sanctions of the covenant. 

That would have been a fitting conclusion, also in view of its final verse: “These are the statutes 

and rules and laws that the LORD made between himself and the people of Israel through Moses 

on Mount Sinai” (26:46). But now comes yet one more chapter after that, dealing with an 

entirely new subject, namely, the paying of vows. And the final verse of that chapter also 

functions as a conclusion: “These are the commandments that the LORD commanded Moses for 

the people of Israel on Mount Sinai” (27:34). Who did this? Who would end a book this way? 

For this reason people have identified Leviticus 27 generally as an appendix, and claimed 

that this was a supplement added to Leviticus later, in the time of the kings. 

What must we say about this? 

 

We must first determine the question. 

In our opinion, the question here is not who wrote down and collected into one entity what 

Moses received in terms of divine revelation at Horeb in the month mentioned earlier, nor is the 

question when this occurred. We discussed this in the early pages of this commentary on 

Leviticus. We simply don’t know. 

Nor does the question involve the dating of the content of Leviticus 27. We know all about 

that. The concluding verse (27:34) tells us. “These are the commandments that the LORD 

commanded Moses for the people of Israel on Mount Sinai.” 

No, this is the question: Do we have the right to describe Leviticus 27 with such a 

denigrating term as an appendix, a supplement? 

There are actually two questions involved here. First: Would people have a right to this 

description even if Leviticus 26 were the formal conclusion of a covenant document? Second: 

Would people have this right if they did not view Leviticus as a covenant document but simply 

as a book, an Israelite book, and nothing more? 

 

Regarding the first question, let’s suppose for a moment that the preceding chapter, Leviticus 

26, with its covenant sanctions would constitute the conclusion of the covenant document. We 

don’t believe this, for reasons made clear in the preceding section. But let’s suppose this were the 

case. Would it have been so incredible if such a formal conclusion had still been added to that 

document? 

In that case, what we find in Leviticus 27, which we are discussing now, would not have 

been discussed in a way that is unprecedented. Something similar happened in a time other than 

the time of “Horeb,” regardless of its date, but in any case not many centuries later. We are 

thinking of the famous treaty made in 1284 [1259?] B.C. between pharaoh Ramses II and the 

Hittite suzerain Hattusili III. 



It appears that after the conclusion of the prior negotiations in the Hittite capital of Hattusa, 

this treaty was inscribed on a silver tablet and brought by a Hittite delegation to the residence of 

Ramses. The scene of the arrival of the delegation at Pi-Ramses (Tanis) was reproduced in great 

detail in sculpture and inscriptions on the walls of the great hall of pillars at Karnak and in the 

Ramesseum. The text was originally composed in Babylonian, the diplomatic language of the 

time, but was translated into Egyptian and published, while Ramses in turn had the text of the 

Egyptian version of the treaty translated back into Babylonian, and gave it to the Hittite 

delegation to take back with them. In connection with the modern excavations at Hattusa 

(modern Boğazkale, Turkey), this Babylonian translation of the Egyptian versions was 

recovered, and people have found the Egyptian translation of the Hittite version written on 

temple walls in Egypt. So people were very familiar with this treaty. 

Well, this treaty mentioned the following matters: (1) the contracting parties; (2) the former 

relationships between these parties; (3) the function of the treaty; (4) the validity of the treaty for 

posterity; (5) the non-attack clause; (6) renewal of the previous treaty; (7) a defensive alliance; 

(8) promise of assistance against domestic rebellion; (9) reciprocity of defensive alliance; (10) 

reciprocity of assistance against domestic rebellions; (11) specification of legitimate succession; 

(12) extradition of prominent Egyptian fugitives; (13) extradition of ordinary Egyptian 

emigrants; (14) extradition of prominent Hittite fugitives; (15) extradition of ordinary Hittite 

emigrants; (16) call upon the gods of Hatti and Egypt as witnesses to this treaty. 

These were the main elements of the treaty, as we have outlined them briefly. 

Next followed something that one might call the usual concluding section of treaties, namely, 

curses and promises. This section reads in its entirety as follows: 

 

Now, these words, which are upon this silver tablet, are for the land of Kheta and for the 

land of Egypt. As for him who shall not keep them, the thousand gods of the land of 

Kheta, and the thousand gods of the land of Egypt shall desolate his house, his land, and 

his subjects. Now as for him who shall keep these words, which are upon this silver 

tablet, whether they be of Kheta, or whether they be people of Egypt, and they shall not 

devise (aught) against them; the thousand gods of the land of Kheta, together with the 

thousand gods of the land of Egypt, shall preserve his health, and his life, together with 

his issue, with his land, and his subjects. (accessed at 

http://www.reshafim.org.il/ad/egypt/ramses-hattusili-treaty.htm) 

 

What would people have expected to follow next? 

Surely that the document ended at this point. But this was not the case. After this section 

containing sanctions, we find two more sections, one dealing with amnesty for extradited 

Egyptian fugitives and another dealing with amnesty for extradited Hittite fugitives. In short: 

each side would extradite each other’s fugitives, but each side promised that those returned 

would not be punished, nor would their wives and children, and they would not be mutilated in 

terms of eyes, ears, lips, or legs. 

If someone might assume that these two sections were possibly added later to the original 

treaty, then they need to note that these sections belonged to the document that the Hittite 

delegation brought to Egypt. They were original! 

This provides proof of the possibility that in ancient times, certain stipulations in a document 

could follow the sanctions, without disrupting the literary or formal unity of such a document. 

On the basis of this proof, we think that would be somewhat premature if people treated 



Leviticus 26 as something like the formal conclusion of a covenant document and would then 

call Leviticus 27 an “appendix.” 

Regarding the second question, we simply do not accept that for a moment. We view 

Leviticus 27 lying before us not as the last part of a covenant document, but of a book; a book 

that forms part of the Pentateuch. 

We have already noted several features concerning the arrangement of the Pentateuch in our 

commentary on Genesis (24–28). At that point we indicated that the books of the Pentateuch as 

we now possess them never ended abruptly, but rather with a gradual transition to the following 

book, in such a way that the subject that is to be continued in the following book is in a certain 

sense introduced in the conclusion of the preceding book. According to Reformed Old Testament 

scholar, Benne Holwerda, such a gradual transition and coupling can be shown in connection 

with other books of the Old Testament. 

So then, how does this transition between Leviticus and Numbers occur? 

To answer that question, we must be permitted a double excursus, one dealing with the 

beginning of Numbers, and the other dealing with the content of the (definitive) conclusion of 

Leviticus, Leviticus 27, in order finally to draw our conclusion. 

 

a. Numbers 1 

 

We would mention the following points. 

1. At the beginning of the book of Numbers, the departure of the Israelites from Horeb is 

described. Israel will be going up against Canaan, in order to execute punishment upon the 

inhabitants of this land, which was mentioned in passages like Genesis 15:16 and Leviticus 

18:24–30. But in that holy war, the Israelites would run the grave danger of defiling themselves 

with the corpses of their victims. That fact meant that the people of Yahweh, who had defiled 

themselves in war, were not permitted to return to the holy camp at the center of which was the 

tabernacle (Num. 31). 

2. With a view to this possible military defilement through death, God had already earlier 

given a command to Moses, even before the tabernacle came into use, that every Israelite, when 

at twenty years of age he joined the ranks of able-bodied men, had to pay a half-shekel as ransom 

(kofer) for his person (nepeš). This money would be assigned to the sanctuary (Exod. 20:12–16). 

3. This instruction from Exodus 30 was implemented. The first time, of course, en masse. We 

are told about that in Exodus 38:25–26 and Numbers 1. (We hope to look at the difference 

between the two Scripture passages in our commentary on Numbers.) 

4. The intention of this is clear. Israel was actually far too holy to become involved with 

death in her later conflict against Canaan, because the tabernacle of Yahweh was in her midst. 

Therefore Israel could not simply march out to war, but for doing that, every person in Israel had 

to pay out at Horeb an amount of compensation, head for head. And for every young Israelite 

who would later enter the army (of potential “killers”), that payment was supposed to be made at 

the moment he became a warrior, i.e., when he reached the age of twenty. Israel was the people 

of life! 

 

b. Leviticus 27 

 

In previous chapters in Leviticus we also encounter the idea of compensation. In connection 

with the guilt offering. The Israelites were not permitted to infringe upon the rights of Yahweh 



and those of their neighbor. Whenever a violation of these rights did occur, forgiveness was 

possible for that. But not until restitution had been made. In addition to that, one-fifth of the 

value was calculated as additional compensation. The calculation of that value was assigned to 

the priest. Payment had to occur with consecrated shekels, and without arbitrariness. 

The intention of Leviticus 27 is to sound a similar warning. When anyone had made a vow to 

Yahweh, but later regretted making that vow, it was possible to annul the vow, but to do so in an 

orderly, legitimate manner, along the path of compensation. Suppose that a father had promised 

his son to Yahweh, to render service, for example, in connection with the sanctuary, but later he 

wanted to be released from his vow, because he wanted his son back, then this was permitted as 

long as the value of this son was paid to Yahweh as compensation. Again, according to the 

estimate of the priest. And again, paid with consecrated shekels. We will return to this in a 

moment. 

 

c. Conclusion 

 

So we cannot deny very clear lines of correspondence between the end of Leviticus and the 

beginning of Numbers, specifically, between Leviticus 27 and Numbers 1. Both passages are 

dealing with certain rights belonging to Yahweh. Both are dealing with a particular infringement 

of those rights. And both deal with compensation that was to be paid for such infringement. In 

both cases we read very specifically about compensation for souls, or persons. We most certainly 

should not think here of a “contingency” (an accident in the canon). Instead of this contemporary 

fashionable theological locution, we should speak of appreciation for fine composition. 

Hereby, therefore, Leviticus 27 demonstrates the same character as the ending of other books 

of the Pentateuch, and of books outside the Pentateuch. This character has to do with a 

transitional section leading the reader into the next book. 

We are therefore of the opinion that no reason at all remains for any surprise about the 

location of Leviticus 27. Calling it an “appendix” or a supplement is possible only for someone 

who has closed his eyes to the facts we have mentioned. Whoever does not do this, but rather 

acknowledges these facts, will join us in paying tribute to the divine revelation given to Moses at 

Horeb, which we have in Leviticus 27, in view of the apparently customary and at the same time 

fresh and compelling manner in which this was done. He will henceforth appreciate Leviticus 27 

as a properly enchanting transition to the beginning of the book of Numbers, especially Numbers 

1, about which we hope to say more later. 

 

4. The content of Leviticus 27 

 

The story of Hannah, found in 1 Samuel 1–2, is well-known. 

Hannah received no children, no matter how much she wept and prayed. At one point she 

made this vow: “O LORD of hosts, if you will indeed look on the affliction of your servant and 

remember me and not forget your servant, but will give to your servant a son, then I will give 

him to the LORD all the days of his life, and no razor shall touch his head.” Almost one year later, 

Hannah gave birth to a son. She called him Samuel, for, she said, I have prayed for him from 

Yahweh. As soon as possible, she gave her boy permanently in service to Yahweh. She fulfilled 

her vow. 

But if Hannah had regretted her vow, would she have been permitted to keep her boy? 

http://www.esvbible.org/1S1.19%3BGn30.22/
http://www.esvbible.org/1S1.19%3BGn30.22/


Yes, indeed. But not just like that. For in Israel it was forbidden to infringe upon the rights of 

Yahweh. One could receive a dispensation from a vow one had made, but that was to occur 

according to good order and careful regulation. For no one in Israel was permitted to violate the 

rights of another person. Not those of other people, but also not those of Yahweh. 

Leviticus 27 is dealing with such cases. With release from obligations toward Yahweh, 

whether on account of vows that had been made, or on account of something else. 

 

The obligations being discussed in this chapter can be divided approximately in terms of 

those that could receive an exemption and those that could not. The following overview 

describes them. 

 

A. Obligations for which exemption could be obtained (Lev. 27:1–25) 

A.1. Obligations with respect to people (vv. 1–8) 

A.2. Obligations with respect to animals (vv. 9–13) 

A.3. Obligations with respect to houses (vv. 14–15) 

A.4. Obligations with respect to land (vv. 16–24) 

 

B. Obligations for which exemption could not be obtained (Lev. 27:26–34) 

B.1. Obligations with respect to firstborn animals (vv. 26–27) 

B.2. Obligations with respect to what is banned (vv. 28–29) 

B.3. Obligations with respect to the tithe of the produce of the land and orchards (vv. 30–

31) 

B.4. Obligations with respect to the tithe of cattle and livestock (vv. 32–33) 

B.5. Signature (v. 34) 

 

 

A. Obligations for which exemption could be obtained (Lev. 27:1–25) 

 

We have made this observation frequently. When God established a covenant with Israel at 

Horeb, and carefully prescribed the manner in which Israel was supposed to observe this 

covenant, he did not prescribe for them all kinds of novelties. On the contrary. In connection 

with the basis of Israelite society—that is, in connection with the foundation of the world—he 

made explicit use of things with which Israel was more or less familiar. Such explicit use that we 

may speak of a Grand Annexation (see Exodus, 299–304). We find examples of this in Leviticus 

27. The phenomenon occurred in connection with other religions in the Semitic world, namely, 

that someone would consecrate a person in service to the sanctuary by means of a vow, a person 

like a son or a daughter or a slave. We find in connection with other religions that people gave 

tithes of produce of livestock and field to the sanctuary. Or that people made a particular vow to 

the deity and later wanted to be released from that vow, but had to provide compensation for that 

release. 

God also paid attention to all such matters at Horeb, and discussed them with Moses, so that 

later Israel would not need to feel shortchanged and go looking to pagan advisors for counsel, 

but could get advice for everything from the priests of Yahweh. All of this, in order to keep 

Israel safely at his side and to preserve Israel until the day of Christ (Gal. 3:23–25). 

 

A.1. Obligations with respect to people (vv. 1–8) 



 

The first verse relating to this matter reads as follows: “If anyone makes a special vow to the 

LORD involving the valuation of persons . . .” (v. 2). This formulation is very brief and concise. It 

omits quite a bit that, in view of its generality, seems to be assumed. If we were to diagram this 

sentence, and in our diagram were to include everything assumed but omitted, that diagram 

would look something like this: If anyone makes a special vow to the LORD, but he wants to 

obtain release from that vow, then that is surely permitted, but then he must purchase the 

fulfillment of his vow in terms of the amount that the priest will assign; then that amount shall be 

for the sanctuary of Yahweh; and then that valuation, if it involves souls (i.e., persons), must be 

according to the following amounts: 

 

For a man 20–60 years old 50 shekels of silver 

Woman 20–60 30 

Young man 5–20 20 

Young woman 5–20 10 

Boy 1 month – 5 years 5 

Girl 1 month – 5 years 3 

Man 60+ 15 

Woman 60+ 10 

 

If this dispensation tax could not be applied to someone who had made a vow, because he 

was too poor, then the valuation of the payable exemption cost was left entirely to the priest. 

From the last stipulation, it is obvious for whom this schedule of substitution tax was actually 

provided. For the priests. For it was conceivable that someone who had made a vow but wanted 

to retract it, had some money left over for this transaction. In this connection there was danger of 

arbitrariness on the part of the priest, especially if there was profit to be made. With a view to 

that, God prescribed as careful a list of required payments as possible. In the case of poverty, the 

danger of demanding excess payment was less likely, since one could hardly expect payment in 

silver from a poor person. 

Several comments can be made regarding the list above. 

The costs were not altogether low. For if it happened that someone’s ox gored his neighbor’s 

male or female slave, the compensation was only thirty shekels of silver, according to the Book 

of the Covenant (Exod. 21:32). But here we read that for releasing a man from his vow, fifty 

shekels of silver was required. People sensed the intention very clearly. Making a vow had to be 

viewed as a sacred obligation (Eccl. 5:3). 

In this and other cases, remarkable difference was made between the male and female 

genders, according to the rule that we have encountered before, when we discussed the duration 

of the (symbolic) impurity of women who had given birth. 

It is also striking that the costs of exemption for someone making a vow varied according to 

age. Someone who was sixty years old was apparently viewed as a person whose power had 

decreased significantly. Children who were younger than a month old were not assigned any cost 

at all (cf. Num. 18:16). 

We discussed the weight of a shekel earlier as well. 

 

A.2. Obligations with respect to animals (vv. 9–13) 

 



As we saw, not all animals were able to be sacrificed. Of the clean animals, only oxen and 

smaller livestock, and none of the unclean animals. 

In verses 9–10 we read about the first class of animals, and in verses 11–13 about the second 

class. 

1. If by means of a vow someone had devoted to Yahweh an animal that could be sacrificed, 

such as an ox, sheep, or goat, then that animal could not be exchanged. Certainly not for a (clean) 

animal of lesser quality, something that would have been attempted by dishonest Israelites. If 

someone nevertheless attempted that, then both animals had to be given to the sanctuary, 

including the less valuable animal, like an animal with a physical defect (Lev. 22:22–24). The 

first animal was to be sacrificed, and the second would have been for the priests’ consumption, 

for it too had become holy. 

2. If someone had devoted an unclean animal to Yahweh by means of a vow, like a donkey, 

such a vow was also supposed to be kept, but that could happen in two ways. First, the owner 

could bring it to the priest and sell it for the value assigned by the priest, with the money going to 

the priest. Or if the owner wanted to keep the animal for himself, he would pay the replacement 

value assigned by the priest plus one-fifth of that value as the additional premium. The first 

amount covered the vow and the second the compensation for retracting the vow. (For the 

symbolic significance of the number five, see Exodus, 196–98.) 

 

A.3. Obligations with respect to houses (vv. 14–15) 

 

If the cases involved something of this nature, then the procedure was exactly the same as for 

vows involving devoting a donkey to Yahweh. If someone did not wish to keep his house, then it 

was to be sold for the value assigned by the priest. The priest was to speak the decisive word. 

But if the owner of the house which had been devoted to Yahweh wanted to keep the house, he 

could do that, but would have to pay one-fifth of its value in addition to the value of the house. 

 

A.4. Obligations with respect to land (vv. 16–24) 

 

One could come into possession of land either by way of inheritance or by way of purchase. 

Verses 16–21 involve the former, while verses 22–24 involve the latter. 

1. When we discussed the Year of Jubilee, we saw that the right to own property inherited 

from one’s ancestors was inalienable. If someone gave to Yahweh his field or a part of his field 

by means of a vow, this land that had been devoted to Yahweh returned to the person’s 

ownership in the Year of Jubilee, or to the ownership of his descendants, so that by means of that 

vow a person was not actually giving the field but only its produce, during those years between 

the vow and the subsequent Year of Jubilee. With this in view, the priests were to follow these 

prescriptions. 

First, with respect to the standard for calculating the value of the produce of the land that had 

been consecrated to Yahweh, the priest was to use a field of the same size that had been sown 

with a homer of seed (about ten ephahs), and for the produce of this amount he could ask fifty 

shekels of silver. If the field was smaller or larger, then the produce to be given to the sanctuary 

was valued accordingly. With the number fifty it was assumed that the vow had been made near 

the beginning of the new Year of Jubilee period, such that the owner was required to pay one 

shekel per year as (part of) the produce of the field. If he paid that amount, he could have a clear 

conscience and be assured that he had fulfilled his vow appropriately. He would have cared for 



the field as if it were his very own property, and he would be able with a clear conscience to 

enjoy the rest of its produce himself (v. 16). That was the norm. 

There were, however, always two options. If between the date of making the vow and the 

next Year of Jubilee, there were fifty years, then one would pay fifty shekels of silver. We 

discussed that option (v. 17) already. But if there were not fifty years between these two dates, 

for example, perhaps only forty years, then the ten years that had lapsed since the last Year of 

Jubilee were subtracted, and the produce could be required from the field only for forty years. In 

other words, only forty shekels of silver was the required amount for such a field (v. 18). 

This, then, was the regulation governing the person who had made a vow, without making 

use of a dispensation for release. 

But what if he wanted a release from such a vow? Because he wanted free use of his field, 

perhaps to sell it, or for another reason? 

Then once again he had two options, namely, acting honorably or dishonorably toward 

Yahweh. 

If he acted honorably, then he would not seek to escape Yahweh’s right to his field, but 

traveled the orderly path of release by paying the obligatory amount plus one-fifth of this 

amount. Then everything would be well and he could do with his field as he wished (v. 19). 

But if he acted dishonorably and tried to escape Yahweh’s claim to his field, without paying 

the required redemption amount, but sold his field to someone else (v. 20), then what? 

At that point, this inappropriate reneging of a vow, and this offensive violation of Yahweh’s 

right was to be punished severely. Apparently they would have allowed the buyer—who surely 

would not have known that the field in question had been consecrated to Yahweh by means of a 

vow—to retain possession of his new field until the next Year of Jubilee. But as soon at that year 

dawned, the field in question would not return to the former owner, as otherwise required (Lev. 

25:28). For that person had not honored his vow to Yahweh and therefore his inheritance fell 

entirely to Yahweh, i.e., to the use of the sanctuary. For at that point, such a field was viewed as 

lying under the “ban” and such property came into the possession of the priesthood (Num. 

18:14). This was a severe and embarrassing punishment (v. 21; see our comments about the 

“ban” below). 

2. But someone could come into the possession of a field in other ways as well, not by 

inheritance, but by purchase. What must happen in that case, if someone had consecrated such a 

field to Yahweh be means of a vow (v. 22)? 

In that case, the priest must take two factors into consideration. First, he must assess not the 

field itself, but the produce of the field, throughout the years that would occur between the date 

when the vow was made and the next Year of Jubilee. But secondly, on the very day when the 

assessment of value occurred, he was to receive the determined amount as income for the 

sanctuary (“as a holy gift to the LORD”) (v. 23). This latter procedure was based on very 

understandable reasons. This field was not inherited property, but merely purchased property. 

The chance was always present, therefore, that the original (heir) owner might want to buy back 

the field or to have it sold, according to his rights described in Leviticus 25:25–27, whereupon 

not only the field, but also the produce of the field—and this latter is what is in view—would not 

be able to be given to Yahweh. In that circumstance the vow would not be fulfilled, and the right 

of Yahweh would be violated. This explains the prescription “on that day.” Immediately, at the 

time of assessment, the amount was supposed to be paid. 

 

A.5. Postscript (v. 25) 



 

Due to the seriousness of the matter—the right of Yahweh and maintaining his sanctuary—

the priest is told once more that every calculation and payment must occur in terms of the sacred 

shekel, i.e., that nothing illegitimate must be occur with such a standard of value. In the Law the 

value of the sacred shekel is repeatedly indicated as being the value of twenty gerahs (Exod. 

30:13; Num. 3:47; 18:16), whereas according to Exodus 38:26, a half-shekel was called a beqaʿ. 

 

B. Obligations for which exemption could not be obtained (Lev. 27:26–34) 

 

We indicated that our classification of duties into two, according to whether or not exemption 

was obtainable, was an approximate classification. For in the first category, we encountered 

several duties from which there was no exemption, such as with animals to be sacrificed (B.1.) 

that had been devoted to Yahweh by means of a vow (vv. 9–10). Similarly here, we encounter 

obligations from which exemptions can be obtained (e.g., v. 31), but this is an exception. In 

general our classifications are accurate. 

 

B.1. Obligations with respect to firstborn animals (vv. 26–27) 

 

We read more than once in the Bible that someone had made a vow to God—frequently in 

the Psalms, for example. “I will pay my vows to the LORD in the presence of all his people” 

(declared by someone who had been very near unto death and had prayed that he might be kept 

alive, Ps. 116:14). Under the pious appearance of making such a vow, Absalom hid his rebellious 

assembly at Hebron. He asked permission from his father David to repay a vow there, a promise 

he had made to Yahweh during his captivity in Geshur, when he had prayed to be allowed once 

more to return to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 15:7–8). In such cases, people would promise Yahweh that 

if such a prayer would be answered, they would present a particular thank offering. 

In the verses we are studying, it is stated that when a person made good on such a vow, he 

was not allowed to promise to Yahweh animals that were already due to him by virtue of the law 

of the firstborn. 

This law dated back to the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. 

When at that time in history, the pharaoh had repeatedly and hardheartedly broken his 

promise to allow the Israelites to depart, God finally broke his resistance by killing every male 

firstborn among people and animals throughout the entire land of Egypt. Only the Israelites were 

spared this terrible assault. But for that reason, God instituted the requirement that henceforth all 

male firstborn of either people or animals in Israel were to be devoted to him, in remembrance of 

the exodus and of the change that he had shown Israel in connection with the tenth plague. This 

consisted of the requirement that every male firstborn clean animal would be sacrificed to God, 

and every male firstborn unclean animal (donkeys and camels) were to be redeemed with an 

animal from the livestock (a sheep or a goat) or put to death; and that every firstborn male child 

was to be redeemed. You can read about this is Exodus 13. Later at Horeb God emphasized this 

institution once again, when after the episode of the golden calf he repeated the strongly anti-

Canaanite conclusion of the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 34:10–26). At that time, in connection 

with the renewal of the covenant, he bound upon Israel’s heart the three annual feasts, and when 

speaking about the Feast of Passover, the feast commemorating the exodus, he repeated 

especially this statute of the law relating to the firstborn (Exod. 34:19–20). 



These two verses of Leviticus 27 have this institution in view. The first relates to clean 

animals, the second to unclean animals. Both intend to say, of course, that people should never 

make a firstborn male animal the object of a vow, for the simple reason that such an animal 

already belonged to Yahweh. 

Verse 26 prescribes what was to happen with such a firstborn male animal if it was a clean 

animal, such as an ox, sheep, or goat. It was and remained devoted to Yahweh and therefore had 

to be brought to the sanctuary to be sacrificed there. At least the blood and the fat of the animal. 

All the rest of this sacrificial animal was designated for the priests (Num. 18:17–18). 

Verse 27 prescribes what had to happen if the animal was unclean, for example, a donkey. 

Earlier the obligation had been assigned that one was either to kill such an animal or let it go, 

after which one probably continued to own the animal. In any case, this regulation would 

probably have been easily applicable during the wilderness travel. But when Israel would later 

come to live in Canaan, such an animal could probably have been used very easily for various 

tasks. With an eye to that situation the possibility was now being afforded of not killing such an 

animal—likely by breaking its neck—and also not to let it go by exchanging it for a sheep or a 

goat, but to let it go for money. But in that case, the priest was to be paid not only the value 

(assessed by the priest) but one-fifth of that value in addition. If the owner was unwilling to pay 

that, then the animal was to be sold for the assessed amount. The profit was for the sanctuary, of 

course. Perhaps the last two regulations were instituted for the purpose thereby of supplying a 

cash reserve for the priesthood later in Canaan. 

 

B.2. Obligations with respect to what is banned (vv. 28–29) 

 

In the immediately preceding, we read about an unclean firstborn male animal, which one 

could either release or sell. The latter, of course, for the benefit of the sanctuary, or practically 

speaking: the priesthood. In emphatic contrast with that, these verses prescribe that such a thing 

was never to occur with something that was banned. 

The word “ban” has a thoroughly frightening meaning, but also a meaning that is not at all 

scary. We find both meanings of the word in this Scripture passage, though with more attention 

to the latter, and less to the former. 

The phenomenon of the “ban” appeared among other peoples as well, but for Israel, God 

made use of this for the purpose of protecting Israel from Canaanitism (Deut. 7:2; 20:17). That is 

to say, Israel received the prohibition against keeping alive any of the Canaanite inhabitants of 

the cities that Israel would conquer. The intention of this prescription was to keep the Israelites 

free from contamination through Canaanite idolatry and immorality (cf. Exod. 23:24–25; 34:11–

17). This ban, however, was not yet complete. We find mention of a total ban in connection with 

entering Jericho (Josh. 6:17). In connection with that event, Israel was not only supposed to put 

to death the inhabitants, except for Rahab and her family, but they were also not allowed to keep 

for themselves any objects made of silver, gold, copper, and iron, because those were to be 

consecrated unto Yahweh (Josh 6:19). When Achan nevertheless did keep some of those objects, 

he together with his wife and offspring, along with the gold and property, were stoned and 

burned. 

In addition to this prescribed military ban, the voluntary military ban could also be applied 

(Num. 21:1–3). The place named Horma reminded Israel of that (from cherem, also written as 

herem, or ban). 



In addition to the prescribed ban outside of Israel, there was also a prescribed ban within 

Israel. In the Book of the Covenant we read that the Israelite who sacrificed to the idols was to be 

punished with the ban (Exod. 22:20). That person had lowered himself to the level of the 

Canaanites, and therefore deserved to perish in the same way as those wicked people (Gen. 

15:16). This would have meant that he together with his entire family would be put to death, and 

all his possessions would have been burned with fire. Just as happened later with Achan, and as 

was supposed to happen, at Moses’ command, with the entire Israelite city where idolatry was 

tolerated (Deut. 13:12–18). 

This was the ban in its terrifying sense. 

But we are dealing with an entirely different kind of ban in this section of Leviticus 27. At 

least for the most part. It could happen that someone wished to devote some part of his 

possessions to Yahweh permanently, such as a field. Then such a field could never again be 

redeemed. Nor could it be sold so that the money from it went to the sanctuary, but its produce to 

someone else. No, that was not possible. Just as the field mentioned in verse 21 remained the 

permanent possession of the priesthood. This rule would apply also for livestock that had been 

placed under the ban. Everything under the ban with Israel was for the priests (Num. 18:14). It 

was “most holy” (just as the leftovers of the food offerings, Lev. 2:3). 

Nevertheless, as we just mentioned, in these verses we find for the most part the term ban 

being used in the non-terrifying sense of the word. It could happen, you see, that people came 

under the ban. At that point such people were put to death without the possibility of pardon, we 

read in verse 29. And verse 28 prepared us for that with the summary classification of “people, 

livestock, or field.” 

The intention of this, of course, was not that if someone gave a son or a slave to the 

sanctuary, such people first had to be put to death. That would have been in conflict with the 

commandment, “You shall not murder” (Exod. 20:13). For in Israel, people could not put their 

own slave to death with impunity (Exod. 21:20). The intention here was surely this, that 

livestock and land that was under the ban would never end up outside the possession of the 

sanctuary, either through redemption or through sale, and that people (who on account of idolatry 

within Israel or on account of military action outside of Israel had come under the ban!) would 

have to be put to death. Without the possibility of pardon, redeeming such people was 

impossible. Here too the manner of expression is somewhat abbreviated, but for Israel’s priests it 

was clear enough. 

 

B.3. Obligations with respect to the tithe of the produce of the land and orchards (vv. 30–31) 

 

We should not view these two verses (and the next two, verses 32–33) as an expanded 

regulation covering the tithe in Israel. You find that elsewhere, for example, in Numbers 18:21–

32, where we learn that the tithe was assigned to benefit the tribe of Levi. No, here we must keep 

in mind the scope of the entire chapter, which serves as a transition to what follows in the canon, 

namely, Numbers 1. No one may violate Yahweh’s rights! Including his right to the tithe. 

The tithe of the produce of the land should be understood to refer to one-tenth of the grain 

harvest. Later the Pharisees would make use of this regulation to require people to give a tenth 

part of garden produce like dill and cumin, the so-called “soup vegetables” (Matt. 23:23), but our 

Savior mentioned that example in order to denounce their legalistic showing off. 

The phrase “the fruit of the trees” would have referred to wine and oil, the produce of 

vineyards and olive trees. 



We are not surprised that within Israel, God laid claim to this tithe for himself. That belonged 

to him, because he could claim it, so to speak, as Israel’s landlord: “For the land is mine” (Lev. 

25:23), and he could deal sovereignly with the tithe by, for example, giving it to the tribe of Levi, 

or by allowing the redemption of one kind of product and forbid it for another. At least, that’s 

what we read, namely, that God allowed the redemption of this tithe of the produce of the land 

and of the trees. That must have meant that instead of grain, wine, and oil, people were allowed 

to bring money to the sanctuary. But in that case, one-fifth of the value would have to be added 

to its amount. 

 

B.4. Obligations with respect to the tithe of cattle and livestock (vv. 32–33) 

 

It is striking that the tithe of this livestock, however, could not be sold. We think 

automatically here of the firstborn male clean animals that were similarly unable to be exchanged 

(v. 26). 

With this tithing of the flock, we should not think of something done annually with the entire 

flock, but only with the young livestock born that year. For this constituted the “produce” of the 

flock, just as the grain harvest constituted the produce of the land. With this tithe of young 

livestock, then, something occurred that happened with all the livestock every morning and 

evening. The animals were counted with a stick when they left the fold and when they returned. 

Except in connection with the annual tithe, the young animals were not led past the stick for 

counting, but every tenth animal was segregated, in order to be devoted to Yahweh. Whether it 

was a good animal made no difference. One was not to exchange the segregated animal for 

another. If this happened, then both animals, both the initially segregated animal and the animal 

used for exchange, were holy. That is how precise and exact people were to be with regard to 

Yahweh’s rights. 

 

B.5. Postscript (v. 34) 

 

In the postscript supplied to Leviticus 27, we learn that these concluding commandments 

were given for the Israelites by Yahweh to Moses will they were still at Mount Sinai. Apparently 

in the same month in which all the laws contained in our present book of Leviticus were given by 

God to Moses (Lev. 26:46). The final verse of Leviticus 27 is obviously looking back to this 

Scripture passage, and is undoubtedly connecting to it. Looked at in this way, Leviticus 27 could 

also have been placed before Leviticus 26. 

We have already discussed why this did not happen. The person who wanted to put Leviticus 

27 precisely here did so because he not only saw afterward, but also beforehand, that he wanted 

the book of Leviticus to be connected to Numbers 1 and to the book of Numbers, not only 

formally and chronologically, but also substantively. For both chapters, Leviticus 27 and 

Numbers 1, embody the sermonic message that Israel had to deal faithfully with the rights of 

Yahweh. 

Indeed, now that we have studied the content of Leviticus 27 carefully, we can say a bit more 

about the striking similarity between Leviticus 27 and Numbers 1. 

 

We have already noted that the initial implementation of the command of Exodus 30:12–16 

(a half-shekel of silver as redemption price for each one numbered) in Exodus 28:25–28, and the 

definitive implementation of that command (putting the names of those mustered on lists) in 



Numbers 1, is reported. Also, that this money for redeeming the men who would be called up 

was assigned for the furnishing of the tabernacle (see Exod. 38:25–28), for the sanctuary. 

Well then, anyone reading through Leviticus 27 will certainly be struck by the fact that there 

as well, we read constantly about income for the priesthood. Once again: for the sanctuary! 

So that we could simply say that for this reason as well—the close relationship with the 

sanctuary—these two chapters, the last chapter of Leviticus and the first chapter of Numbers, are 

so close in terms of content that there was every reason to place Leviticus 27 where we now find 

it. 

People should stop talking about an “appendix,” then. We believe such a characterization of 

this chapter is definitely undeserved. 

Rather, we should speak of a beautifully crafted transition. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

We conclude with the following comments about the significance of Leviticus 27 for us as 

Christians today. 

Leviticus 27 deals with the faithfulness of God and the faithfulness of people. 

We see this already when we notice generally that this chapter forms part of the entire Law 

whereby God desired to preserve his ancient people and lead them to the coming of Christ (Gal. 

3:23–24). The book of Leviticus is no exception to this rule. On the contrary. Whereas the books 

of Exodus and Numbers deal in part with matters that did not occur at Horeb, Leviticus is from 

beginning to end devoted to describing what God has done in connection with “the foundation of 

the world.” 

As our readers have learned, this is an expression that appears in Holy Scripture at various 

times. They know as well what is intended with this fixed expression in Scripture. Simply put: 

Israel’s coming into existence as the people of the Horeb covenant. Or to put it more accurately: 

we should understand the expression “the foundation of the world” to refer to the establishment 

of the priestly kingdom of Israel under Yahweh as King and Lawgiver. This establishment 

occurred at Horeb. 

Regrettably, the knowledge of the correct meaning of this fixed expression has been lost 

among Christians. In that respect, we have come to lag behind not only the Israelites but 

presumably also some of their pagan contemporaries. Certain Egyptians with whom Moses had 

dealings would have understood it correctly. We learn this from the episode of the seventh 

plague, the plague of hail. God had given Moses the assignment to go tell the pharaoh that it 

would hail so heavily “as never has been in Egypt from the day it was founded until now” (Exod. 

9:18). Then too what was in view was the founding of a nation, as is clear from what follows: 

“There was hail and fire flashing continually in the midst of the hail, very heavy hail, such as had 

never been in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation” (Exod. 9:24). God would have 

assumed that the pharaoh and his court would have understood this way of speaking. So too, the 

author who wrote down this history for later Israelites would have assumed that such a way of 

speaking was clear to them. 

But it did not remain clear for the church after Christ. The knowledge of the correct meaning 

of the fixed expression “the foundation of the world” got lost among Christians, evidently early 

on. What was the meaning that this expression came to have? 



Apparently based on the sound of the word “world,” understanding this to refer to “heaven 

and earth,” people took the phrase “foundation of the world” to refer to the creation of heaven 

and earth. This was far from correct. For the word “world” as it appears in Scripture does not 

always mean the same thing, and does not always refer to “heaven and earth.” We can see this 

clearly in one and the same verse, John 1:10: “He was in the world, and the world was made 

through him, yet the world did not know him.” Sometime in the Gospel of John, the word 

“world” (kosmos) can refer to the Jews (1:10; 7:7; 8:26; 15:18–19; 17:14). 

The consequence of this misunderstanding of the expression are obvious. By means of this 

inaccurate understanding, a fog has descended not only on certain Scripture passages where the 

phrase “foundation of the world” appears literally, but also on other passages where it does not 

appear literally but nonetheless points in the direction of that phrase. 

With the first class of Scripture passages, we have in mind New Testament passages like 

Matthew 13:35, 25:34; Luke 11:50; John 17:24; Ephesians 1:4; Hebrews 4:3, 9:26; 1 Peter 1:20; 

along with Revelation 13:8 and 17:8. Here already we can see that a mishap like this seldom 

occurs in isolation. One misunderstanding leads to another. We can see this, for example, with 

respect to Ephesians 1:4, where the apostle writes: “. . . even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world.” Because people mistakenly interpreted the expression “the foundation 

of the world” to refer to the creation of the world, this erroneous widespread understanding came 

to mean that people saw God’s election as mentioned in Ephesians 1:4 to refer to something 

eternal in the sense of something pre-temporal, from before the creation of the world. Although it 

is not at all obvious that in Scripture, the word “eternal” must always mean this. When the same 

apostles speaks, for example, in Romans 16:25, 2 Timothy 1:9, and Titus 1:2, about God’s 

compassion upon the Gentiles—Timothy and Titus each had a Gentile father—in or before 

“eternal ages,” by that phrase he means the same as what could be expressed with the Hebrew 

word ʿôlām, namely, lasting a long time or from the ancient past. Similarly, in Ephesians 1:4 

Paul simply had in view something whose beginning was before the foundation of the world, that 

is to say, before God established his covenant with Israel at Horeb. Already then, in the time of 

the patriarchs, or more accurately, during the time of Abraham, God had set in motion the plan 

and began to implement it by means of Abraham’s greatest Descendant, Christ, the plan to save 

from destruction not only people like Paul, who was from Israelite ancestry, but also such people 

as the original readers of Ephesians 1:4, among whom were some of Gentile blood, including us. 

The apostle could have had in view passages like Genesis 12:3. 

This describes the first group of passages, from the New Testament. But the inaccuracy we 

mentioned has brought fog to lie also over various Old Testament passages. In these passages, 

the phrase “foundation of the world” does not occur literally, but they contain allusions to and 

recollections of the phrase. The most clear example is found in Psalms 93:1 and 96:10, along 

with 1 Chronicles 16:30. Three passages that sound remarkably similar, which we earlier 

translated this way: “Yes, he has given the world firm foundations so that it would not be 

shaken” (see Exodus, p. 308). At that time we also said that these passages are not obviously 

talking about the creation of heaven and earth, but about what happened at Horeb, when God 

equipped his people to be his priestly kingdom and placed the entire Israelite society upon the 

foundation of his Torah. We were not alone in holding to this interpretation of the passage we 

have mentioned. Those holding another view also acknowledged that they were hazarding a 

guess regarding the establishment of a moral order. We used to share this view, though we 

preferred to speak of a religious-ethical order. At Horeb, God gave Israel commandments 



regarding how they were to interact with him and with each other, indeed, with the sojourner as 

well. 

On this foundation God set the Israelite world at Horeb. No one was to abandon this basis. 

And if this nevertheless did occur, then this signaled the end of everything. The end of God’s 

love relationship toward the Israelites. If they rejected his Torah and Testimony (Covenant), 

what else was left for them? 

As we know, there have been times like that. 

Of course, we do read of a man like Boaz, who walked steadfastly in the Torah of Yahweh. 

He specifically saw to it that Ruth, the foreigner, found something for herself and her mother-in-

law to read (compare Lev. 19:22 with Ruth 2:15–16), and he faithfully observed God’s 

commandment regarding redeeming one’s family (compare Lev. 25:24–25 with Ruth 3:10–15, 

4:1–12). God made him a forefather of Christ. 

But there were also times when the Law and the Testimony were not honored in Israel. When 

widows and orphans were oppressed. When innocent people were murdered. When justice 

faltered in the streets of Zion. When both God and the few remaining righteous ones had to 

complain that the foundations were being destroyed (Ps. 11:3; 82:5). 

 

In our discussion of Leviticus, we often had the opportunity to show the reader what content 

was given to the phrase “foundation of the world” by means of the book of Leviticus. So often, 

in fact, that we saw no chance of executing our original plan of covering Leviticus together with 

Numbers and Deuteronomy in a single volume. This explains why the title of this volume is not 

altogether correct. You must forgive us. If anyone has a problem with this, then he needs to 

realize not only what content the phrase “foundation of the world” must have had for Israel in 

view of Leviticus, but in addition, what a rich content this book continues to supply for our 

Christian teaching of doctrine and morality even today. 

Leviticus must be one of the most familiar of Bible books rather than one of the least 

familiar. It is indispensable for understanding both Old and New Testaments. It teaches us what 

reconciliation with God consists of. It teaches us what kind of death “according to the 

Scriptures” our Savior had to die; the kind that required of him not a partial death (no matter how 

great), but a complete and entire death, becoming a dead nepeš. It teaches us to speak with 

discernment about the covenants. It teaches us, even as we heartily appreciate the good 

intentions, to reject all that talk about “coming to Jesus,” which completely ignores the historical 

fact that we have belonged to Christ’s church for a long time. It teaches us today what it still 

means to keep God’s (new) covenant as Christians. It teaches us to talk Scripturally about the 

faithfulness of God and the faithfulness of people. 

Leviticus 27 does that, too. 

Behold how Yahweh focuses the attention of the Israelites by means of the Sacrifice Torah 

on the foundation of the Horeb covenant under their feet. How he warns them by means of 

various ordinances against forsaking that covenant and slipping into paganism. In that 

connection we think not only of God’s commands with respect to foods, washings, etc., but also 

of his institution of the Great Day of Atonement—the leading out of the second goat, signifying 

an antithetical action over against the world of the demons and of paganism—and of God’s 

warnings against the use of blood, idolatrous abominations, etc. Indeed, by means of the final 

laws of Leviticus, Yahweh wanted as it were to tether his people to his sanctuary (with the 

emphatic holiness prescriptions for the priests, observing the Sabbaths, and providing for the 

sanctuary and for the priesthood). 



When we read Leviticus 27 as constituting part of this larger context, then we discern in this 

chapter the same general warning for us today, which we received in the preceding chapters as 

well, namely, that today we not forsake the force-field of Christ’s Spirit, so that on account of 

our unfaithful forsaking of the New Covenant we do not receive an even more severe 

punishment (Heb. 10:29). 

But the unique and special significance of Leviticus 27 for Christians today appears to us to 

be that we be faithful people not just in general, people who honor their obligations toward God 

and neighbor honestly and uprightly, but very particularly toward what today may be called 

God’s sanctuary and tabernacle, that is, the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. That sector of our 

Christian living is what receives the accent here. The church! 

We have explained, with a fervor bordering on excess, that we may not place an equal sign 

between a building used for Christian gathering and the tabernacle, or between (certain) office-

bearers in Christ’s church and Israel’s Levites and priests. The reader can discern adequately that 

we are deathly afraid of this kind of “application.” We may not confuse the Horeb covenant and 

the New Covenant. 

 

But a symbol denoting parallelism is entirely different than an equal sign. Similarity is 

altogether different from identity. 

In the day of the apostles, none of the tiny Christian churches had its own building for 

meeting together, but they would meet at this or that home (Rom. 16:5, 10, 15; 2 John 10). 

Nevertheless, these Christians were called, head for head and all of them together, the temple and 

house of God (1 Cor. 3:16–17: “For God's temple is holy, and you [plural] are that temple”; 

6:19–20; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21; 1 Tim. 3:15). Recall how faithfully Christ watched over these 

little churches (Rev. 2–3). 

Well then, we are not being faithful toward God and his sanctuary if we feed those churches 

of our Lord Jesus Christ with food other than the heavenly teaching contained in Holy Scripture. 

If we play upon the churches a foreign yoke, and bind them to commandments other than those 

laid upon us by Christ and his apostles. If we do not pursue love, because we are seeking 

ourselves, and resemble a prating Diotrephes, who wanted to be first (3 John 9–10). But God’s 

dwelling is built when Christians walk according to their calling (namely, according to the 

promise glory of the new earth), with all humility and meekness, as our Savior has shown us 

when he himself was silent before the most horrible and unfair accusations. When Christianity 

lived from this Spirit, it conquered the world. 

Indeed, Leviticus 27 presses upon our hearts so concretely the care for God’s sanctuary that 

we dare not even omit recalling the words of the apostle in 1 Corinthians 9: “Do you not know 

that those who are employed in the temple service get their food from the temple, and those who 

serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings? In the same way, the Lord commanded 

that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel” (vv. 13–14). 

No one will suspect that the apostle Paul wanted to see the entire Law regarding priests and 

Levites bluntly applied to the office-bearers of the New Testament churches. He was not stupid 

enough to place an equal sign there. But when he spoke about the duty of Christians to care for 

those burdened with preaching and teaching, he dared to cite, without fear of being 

misunderstood, the command given to Moses: “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the 

grain.” Twice, in fact: in 1 Corinthians 9:9 and 1 Timothy 5:18. 

From this we learn that it is God’s will that like Israel of old, we today may not withhold 

from the sanctuary of Christ, that is, his church, our money and our goods. So that the preaching 



of the Word may be advanced. Leviticus says little or nothing about caring for the poor, widows, 

and orphans. For that, you must go to Deuteronomy. That obligation to provide in this manner 

for God’s house exists today as well. But in view of the unique character of Leviticus 27, in the 

light of the apostolic warning just mentioned, we believe that this chapter lays upon us today 

particularly the obligation of opening our hearts and our wallets for the proclamation of the 

gospel. Recall the great sacrifices made by our pious ancestors in the sixteenth century! But soon 

enough, the increasingly distressing Judaizing spirit took over with regard to Sunday observance, 

together with the poor provision for preachers and especially for their widows and orphans. 

Rather often. And shamefully so. Did something change? For where the Spirit of Christ governs, 

there the wallets fall open for the House of God, which today is the church of our Lord Jesus 

Christ (Acts 2:45; 4:37). 

 

 

 

 

 

 


