THE FIVE OFFERINGS

Leviticus 1-7

Key verse: 1:2a

“Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When any of you brings an offering to the Lord,

bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock.’”
The book of Leviticus begins with the words, “The Lord called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said…” This formula is repeated all through the book to open almost every new teaching (1:1; 4:1; 5:14 etc.). We also find the use of similar pattern of the words “The Lord said to Aaron” (10:8) and “The Lord said to Moses and Aaron” (11:1; 13:1 etc.). The evidence of these formulae helps us to understand that this book is a sequel to the Exodus narrative. This book is written in the historical setting of the experience of the Israelites in Sinai. 

At Mt. Sinai the nation of Israel was equipped for the task to become “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex 19:6). They were given the Ten Commandments, the Book of the Covenant (Ex 34). The dwelling place for the Lord, the Tabernacle, was set up in their midst (Ex 40). The book of Leviticus answers the question of how the Lord would guide the anything but perfect Israelites to fulfill the hope of establishing a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Leviticus consists mainly of laws, and the purpose of giving the various laws is summed up in 20:26, “You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own.”  God would keep the Israelites holy to him by means of the laws. He wanted to keep them holy to him for the great hope of eventually bringing the holy community. The holy community is described as the kingdom made of priests. Each of them and together as a whole they would serve the purpose of helping all people on earth to be acceptable to God. We may say God wanted to bring out the body of Christ. 

How could these laws make the Israelites to be holy to the Lord? Chapters 1-10 mainly deal with the matter of offerings. In chapters 1-7 are the laws about offerings and in the following chapters of 8-10 is about the priesthood who would serve the offerings. Chapters 11-15 are the laws regarding impurity for which the offerings described in the previous chapters were the prescriptions to make them clean. As we read chapter 16 it becomes clear that all the laws in the previous chapters were given to keep the Israelites away from sin. Sin creeps in between them and the Lord by means of all the instances mentioned in chapters 1-16. The examples are common experiences, which we encounter in our lives. We can see that those experiences were common to the Israelites also since the laws reflect the reality of their lives. However common they couldn’t take the matter of sin lightly because once sin creeps in there comes separation between the holy Lord and his people. That is why God gave them the laws of offerings. The Lord provided his people who would become unclean on a daily basis (ch 11-16) the way to approach him through the mediation of sacrifice (ch 1-7) and the priesthood (ch 8-10). The Lord provided the way for them so they could be kept holy to him. That is the sum of the various laws in the rest of the book in chapters 17-27.

There comes the question of how the sacrifice, particularly the blood of animals, could make the Israelites clean and holy to the Lord. There follows another question of what the end of this sacrificial system was. The answer is in 17:11, which says, “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life.” The life of animals was offered to make an atonement for sin, for sin makes a man dead to God, which is the precise meaning of the separation from God. God provided the sacrificial system to assist the less than perfect Israel with it for the hope of freeing all men from sin. But the ideal of bringing the kingdom of priest and a holy nation is such a lofty one that Israel remained far short of them becoming a holy nation as we witness it in the Old Testament. At the right time Christ appeared to do away with sin once and for all by the sacrifice of himself, by shedding his blood for the sin of the world. 

As we think of the purpose and the hope with which God gave the sacrificial system it becomes clear that the kingdom of priests refers to the invisible kingdom, which is made of men of faith from all nations, which is established on the forgiveness of sin by the grace of Christ Jesus our Lord. The book of Leviticus helps us to know the grace of Jesus Christ and encourages us to identify ourselves and to live as a part of the body of Christ. God help his own that they may take root in the unshakeable foundation, that is, the blood of Jesus Christ. God’s will will be done on earth as it was in heaven.

What are the five types of offerings described in chapters 1-7? They were the burnt offering (1:3,10,14), the grain offering (2:1), the fellowship offering (3:1,6,12), the sin offering (4:20 and finally the guilt offering (5:14). Out of them the burnt offering, the sin offering and the guilt offering were for dealing with sins that have been committed. The grain offering and the fellowship offering were for to express gratitude to the Lord.

I. The three offerings for sins committed unintentionally

A. Burnt offering (1:2-17): 

What could be offered as burnt offerings? An animal from either the herd or the flock was offered. They could be a bull from the herd or a sheep or a goat from the flock. But the animals must have been males without defect. What do you learn from the fact that the animals were to be a male without defect (1:3,10)? Those animals substituted the lives of the firstborn sons of Israel who belonged to the Lord. No animals with defect, no female animals, therefore, could substitute the lives of the firstborn sons of Israel, who represented Israel to God. We learn this in the prescription for a man who offers the sacrifice in 1:4. “He is to lay his hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it will be accepted on his behalf to make atonement for him.” 
We learn the respect of life and the recognition of the grace of the Lord who gave the blood as means of atonement of their sin from the way they were instructed to deal with blood (1:5,11,15). We learn the same truth from the fact that they washed the inner parts and the legs with water (1:9,13). From the fact that the animals were totally destroyed by fire (1:9,13,17b) we learn that it meant the burning to ashes of the life which had been dead to God by sin. We learn the grace of God to accept his own from the fact that the smell of the burnt offering is described as “an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the Lord” (1:9,13,17). We are assured that the grace of the Lord is the foundation of the burnt offering also from the fact that the offering of birds also were allowed for those who couldn’t afford a bull or a sheep or a goat (ref 12:8).

The burnt offering was offered 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year every year. 6:9 says, “The burnt offering is to remain on the altar hearth throughout the night, till morning, and the fire must be kept burning on the altar.” We learn from the regulation on the burnt offering what it means to devote ourselves to God. The burnt offering was not like the paying the fine of traffic violation. Nor is it like the act of doing some good work for someone or for some ideals. The devotion is prior to all what we do or what we are aware of. King David understood the truth of the sacrificial system and said that God was asking for a contrite heart. The burnt offering was an act of admission that “my mother conceived me in sin” and that I was born in sin and have sinned and yet God in his mercy has saved me by taking the burden of sin on himself. In other words our devotion begins with the recognition of the grace of God who has cleansed us in the blood of Jesus Christ and has made us acceptable to God.  The idea of the devotion of our selves is not clear to many of our contemporaries. We need to learn from the teaching on the burnt offerings to offer our very selves to God by his grace.

B. The sin offering (4:1-5:13): 

While the burnt offering had to do with the existential question, the sin offering was for actual yet unintentional harm to others in the holy community. The difference is stated in 4:2. “Say to the Israelites: ‘When anyone sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the Lord commands…'“ In chapter 4 the sin offering is prescribed for the anointed priest, for the whole Israelite community, for a leader, for a member of the community (4:3,13,22,27, 5:1,2,3,4).

Why did the unintentional sin require forgiveness? It is because that person brings guilt on the people by his sin (4:3). There was no excuse for being unaware of their sin (4:13,22). When he is made aware of the sin he committed he must bring the sin offering (4:27) The sin which required the sin offering included the evasion of witness of wrongs, thoughtless oath taking, or touching human uncleanness (5:1,2,3,4).

We learn from the observation of the sin offering the attitude of taking the matter of sin very personally before God. That would make everyone a priest before God. In our society we hear the expression, “That’s none of your business” or “That’s my own problem” or “Mind your own business.” We should learn that when I sin I bring guilt on God’s community. We need to learn to offer the sin offering. How can we offer the sin offering? Paul said somewhere that he wants every man to raise his holy hands to pray. That is one of the ways to offer the sin offering for the sin, which we have committed as individuals and as a community. We shouldn’t despair because we see many activists than those who pray for this generation. We should pray for those who believe in the forgiveness of our sin in the blood of Jesus Christ and raise their holy hands before God for our co-workers and for our generation. That would make us to be kept holy to God, and bring out shepherds and high priests of our times.  

c. The guilt offering (5:14-6:7): 

The guilt offering has to do with violation of the holy things; deception of neighbors about something entrusted to him or left in his care, or swears falsely, or steals or takes someone else’s property by extortion (5:14,16,17,18b, 6:1). If the sin offering dealt with the matter of sin itself, the guilt offering has to do with the actual violation. In 5:17 we find that there was no excuse even if a man wasn’t aware of the violation. There was no excuse because he said he didn’t mean to do it. Restitution was required in addition to the offering before the Lord (5:16, 6:5). We find in 5:17-19 that if a person sinned and did not know it there was no requirement of restitution though he was required of the guilt offering. In 5:19 is the answer to the confusion. “It is a guilt offering; he has been guilty of wrongdoing against the Lord.” So we learn that the guilt offering was also dealt with the problem of sin, which creeps in because of crooked human nature.

As we look back on the three offerings, which were prescribed for the sin committed unintentionally, we learn that the offerings were specific and personal and so eliminated excuse making or blaming others for individual transgressions. We learn from the prescription of offering for the poor that poverty makes no excuse. In the requirement for the sin offering for an extremely poor person who could not afford even two doves or two young pigeons he was allowed to offer a tenth of an ephah of fine flour for a sin offering. Can we say the Lord was strict since no one was exempt from offering? Can we say he was fair since he prescribed affordable offerings for each? We may have many things to speak of. But most important of all we should learn that God deals with sin without fail. We learn from the repeated use of the phrase “an aroma pleasing to the Lord” that the problem of sin is dealt with prayer. God raise up his people who would offer burnt offering, sin offering and guilt offering by holding on to the offering of our Lord Jesus. He was crucified and shed his blood for our sin. Our Bible study time, fellowship time or whatever we may do in our given circumstances may they be taken as time of prayer of repentance for our sin by faith in the Lord Jesus. We also learn from the observation of the three offerings that our God is ready to forgive us of our sins. May God raise up prayer servants.

II.  The two offering for memorial and thanksgiving



The grain offering and the fellowship offering was prescribed for the people of Israel that they may have fellowship with the Lord. God in his mercy wanted to be their friend.

a. The grain offering (2:1-16):
What was prescribed to be offered as grain offering? They could be an offering of fine flour, grain baked in an over, cakes made without yeast and missed with oil, or wafers made without yeast and spread with oil, or the first harvest of the new grain   (2:1,4,5,7,14). The priest burned part of it and the rest of the offering was given to the priest as their food (2:2,3,9,16). The restriction was that they should be made without yeast (2:4,6,11,13). 

b. The fellowship(or peace) offering (3:1-17): 

An animal could be offered for a fellowship offering (3:1,6,7,12). The fellowship offering was offered as food for the Lord (3:11,16). Since God would eat them the offering was  accepted as a prayer before the Lord (3:16). In our language the fellowship offering meant that the Israelites were say they loved the Lord as they loved their friends or their parents.

Just as the burnt offering, sin and guilt offering the phrase “an aroma pleasing to the Lord” (1:11,13,17,3:5,16, 6:15) the “most holy part of the offerings made to the Lord by fire” (2:3,10,16) is repeated in the description of the grain offering and the fellowship offering. In light of these phrases, we learn that the fundamental purpose of the offering system was that the Lord may dwell among them (Ex 25:8,33:5,11,40:34). We learn to come to God in prayer by the grace of the blood of Jesus Christ that God may dwell among us.
