TO CLEANSE YOU

Leviticus 8-16

Key verse: 16:30

“…because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you.

Then, before the Lord, you will be clean from all your sins.”
One of the co-workers said last week that Leviticus is difficult to study. The few who shared their testimonies last Friday spoke mostly of their guilt. In all of the burdened minds is a shared question of why we study the laws which are obsolete. I know that, because that is my own question. But I believe this passage will answer each of God’s servants, even their deeper questions.

We are no longer required to offer animal offerings or grain offerings. But in the teachings about the five offerings is the secret of how man worships God. I hope we reflect on the teachings of the five offerings in our prayer. Then we will learn to devote our very selves, the secret of the Macedonian churches who first gave themselves to the Lord before they offered money (2Co 8:5). We will learn to pray for the problem of sin, the secret to stop struggling against flesh and blood, to fight against the power of sin (Eph 6:12). We are aware that sin is at work today to make us “a prisoner of the law of sin” (Ro 7:23), but we mostly end up in the struggle with our neighbors. However when we practice the teachings of the five offerings we no longer make excuses for our guilt or rationalize our conduct, for we are aware of the seriousness of bringing guilt on ourselves and into the Church. We learn the grace of God who has brought the forgiveness of our sin in the blood of Jesus Christ as we continue our lives and encounter many different experiences. Our life itself becomes a blessed opportunity to know God and love him and to learn to love our neighbors in the grace of God. Not only that, everyday we wake up in the amazement that we are allowed to worship God. Man is not free from sin. Sin is with him, and therefore he cannot stop sinning. Yet man is given the way to worship the Holy in the knowledge of his grace. When we pray according to the teachings of the five offerings, our life will be the time of the worship of the Holy, the time to rejoice in the Lord our God through Christ Jesus our Lord. In all things we will rejoice and worship the Eternal, the Holy, God the Father of our Lord Jesus. This is a far better hope than to become a Billy Graham, or a Bill Gates, or a George Bush. Thank God for his abundant grace!

In today’s passage we learn that the amazing grace could not occur without the priests. We will learn in this passage the grace of Jesus Christ from the aspect of him being the High Priest for us. “He entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption” (Heb 9:12).

* The ordination of Aaron and his sons (chapter 8)

Israel now has everything. She is given the Covenant, the Tabernacle and the instruction on the five offerings. But the Lord appointed Aaron and his sons to serve him as priests (Ex 28:1). Without them the sacrifices and other aspects of worship cannot occur.  So the Lord instructs Moses in chapter 8 to ordain the priests and help them begin their work.

To ordain, or set apart, the priests, Moses carries out several symbolic acts. After gathering the people to witness the ceremony (8:1-4), he first washes Aaron and his sons, then gives them their special clothes (8:5-9) which highlights their prominence (Ex 39:1-31). The washing and being dressed by Moses symbolizes Aaron’s death to his natural self and to his past. He is not going to serve God with his own idea or by his own way as he did in the golden calf incident. He ha done all his best in the critical times. However he led his people to be against the Lord. It was a costly lesson. His excuse that he did his best, or that he did not intend to corrupt his people, couldn’t reverse the tragedy. In order to serve the Lord and his will from now on, Aaron is led by God to do what God wants him to do, not what he wants to do, and to go where God wants him to go, not where he wants to go (Jn 21:19). This doesn’t mean that Aaron became a sort of robot. He needed to be transplanted on different soil in order to carry out a different  task.

Next, Moses anoints the prospective priests and the utensils of the tabernacle with oil, and so consecrates them (8:10-13).Then Moses makes sacrifices for the priests’ sins and presents a ram as a special ordination offering (8:14-29). Finally, even the priests’ garments are consecrated (8:30). In 8:34 Moses explains, “What has been done today was commanded by the Lord to make atonement for you.” The atonement was for the sin by which they were born, for the sins they committed.

Then Moses commands Aaron and his sons to stay at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting  day and night for seven days and do what the Lord requires, so they will not die (8:35). The ordination ceremony lasts seven days (8:31‑36). During that time Aaron and his sons sacrifice a bull each day as a sin offering to make atonement. They purify the altar by making atonement for it, and anoint it to consecrate it. For seven days they make atonement for the altar and consecrate it. Then the altar will be most holy, and whatever touches it will be holy. Each day they offer on the altar two lambs a year old. They offer one in the morning and the other at twilight. That is the burnt offering (Ex 29:35-45). The ordination ceremony tells us that the priesthood was grace for Aaron and his sons, for they were mere men themselves. It was grace for the Israelites, for they couldn’t come to God without the priests. The priesthood teaches us what it means that the worship of God by the gospel of Jesus Christ is grace upon grace. What was the purpose of the elaborate, week long ceremony?  Exodus 29:45-46 says, “So I will consecrate the Tent of Meeting and the altar and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests. Then I will dwell among the Israelites and be their God. They will know that I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of Egypt so that I might dwell among them. I am the Lord their God.” We should reflect the truth of the ordination of the priests in our Christian identity, and learn how and why and for what purpose we are Christians. God will raise his priestly servants.

* The priests begin their ministry (chapter 9-10)

Now the seven days of the ordination ceremony were over.  On the eighth day Moses summons Aaron and his sons and the elders of Israel. He says to Aaron to offer a bull calf for his own sin offering and a ram for his own burnt offering and present them before the Lord. He also says to make the Israelites bring their offerings. Moses says in 9:6, “This is what the Lord has commanded you to do, so that the glory of the Lord may appear to you.”
 Aaron offers the sin offering for himself and the burnt offering. Then he offers the offerings for the people. When he finishes Aaron lifts his hands toward the people and blesses them. Then he steps down. What happened after Aaron sacrificed the sin offering, the burnt offering and the fellowship offering? 9:22-24 says, “Moses and Aaron then went into the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they blessed the people; and the glory of the Lord appeared to all the people. Fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And when all the people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown.”
After this positive start, tragedy strikes. Nadab and Abihu, Aaron’s sons, offer unauthorized fire before the Lord, contrary to his command (10:1). Because of this error, fire comes from the Lord and kills them (10:2). Moses then says to Aaron, “This is what the Lord spoke of when he said: ‘Among those who approach me I will show myself holy; in the sight of all the people I will be honored.’” 10:3b says Aaron remained silent. 

In the following instruction of Moses given to Aaron and his remaining two sons we learn what it means to honor the Lord. Moses first summons the cousins of the two dead priests to carry the corpses outside the camp away from the front of the sanctuary. Then Moses says, “Do not let your hair become unkempt, and do not tear your clothes, or you will die and the Lord will be angry with the whole community. But your relatives, all the house of Israel, may mourn for those the Lord has destroyed by fire. Do not leave the entrance to the Tent of Meeting or you will die, because the Lord’s anointing oil is on you.” 10:7b says, “So they did as Moses said.” They acknowledged that they belonged to the Lord and behaved according to the truth of their identity.  None of God’s commands is trivial or open to human innovation. Those who lead the covenant nation’s worship must have total respect for the Lord and the covenant itself. Thus they are protected and the will of God to dwell among his people comes true.

Then Moses says to Aaron in 10:9, “You and your sons are not to drink wine or other fermented drink whenever you go into the Tent of Meeting, or you will die. This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come.” What is at the core of the instruction not to drink wine? “You must distinguish between the holy and the common, between the unclean and the clean, and you must teach the Israelites all the decrees the Lord has given them through Moses.” In 10:12-15 is the instruction on the grain offerings and the priestly share of the offerings, and at the core of the instructions on the grain offerings is the same concern to distinguish the holy and the common. The priests were to acknowledge God even in the seemingly trivial matter, in their eating.


The episode of Aaron’s disobedience in 10:6-20 tells us that all these rules and instructions meant to please the Lord. Aaron was supposed to burn the part of the sin offering of the people and eat the rest. But he burned up the whole sacrifice on the day when his two sons were killed. When Moses asked him why, Aaron replied to Moses, “Today they sacrificed their sin offering and their burnt offering before the Lord, but such things as this have happened to me. Would the Lord have been pleased if I had eaten the sin offering today?” 10:20 says, “When Moses heard this, he was satisfied.” It is not clear what Aaron meant or what Moses’ satisfaction meant. But we can say the rules were not for the rules’ sake. This doesn’t mean that the rules are open to interpretation. The secret of discernment is given to those who acknowledge God. We saw in Moses’ instructions given to Aaron at the time of witnessing the death of Nadab and Abihu, the destruction of his two sons by God’s judgment, what it is and how to acknowledge God. The priesthood is a holy task. It must be more than life. So should be the Christian relationship with family members and with co-workers.

* To keep the Israelites clean (11-15)
In chapters 11-15 are the instructions to keep the Israelites clean before God. The idea of being clean or unclean is different from ours. A variety of things can make an individual “unclean.” For exam​ple, eating “unclean” food makes one unclean and thus obligated to offer sacrifices (chap. 11). Childbirth (12:1‑8), skin diseases (13:1‑45), mildew (13:47‑59), and bodily discharges (15:1‑33) make people and places unclean. Exactly why the animals listed in Leviti​cus 11 are unclean is not clear to us, but the people do not seem to protest the Lord’s decision. Whatever the reasoning behind the pro​hibitions, obedience to these laws marks Israel as an unusual nation, totally committed to their God. For example we learn in 11:39 an interesting teaching which tells us the degree of the commitment. It says, “If an animal that you are allowed to eat dies, anyone who touches the carcass will be unclean till evening.” These regulations were not for food. They were for them to be God’s own. The people of Israel were not living to eat. They lived for the Lord. 11:43-45 summarizes what comes through the commitment: “Do not defile yourselves by any of these creatures. Do not make yourselves unclean by means of them or be made unclean by them. I am the Lord your God;’ consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground. I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.”
Though no one is declared “unclean” for life unless the unfortunate condition persists, people in our times often have difficulty understanding why diseased people, such as lepers (13:45‑46), are ostracized from the group. Perhaps there was an intention to protect the people from epidemics. But in 15:31 along with what we just read in 11:43-45 we find that the deeper reason behind the restrictions was for the Lord to dwell among them. “You must keep the Israelites separate from things that make them unclean, so they will not die in their uncleanness for defiling my dwelling place, which is among them.” We are challenged here. We should learn the value of the Lord’s dwelling among us, for most of the time we are more concerned about other things.

* The Day of Atonement (chapter 16)


We tend to think that we can come to God when we need him. But in chapter 16 the Lord teaches a different thing. Chapter 16 begins with the situation of Aaron after his two sons were killed by God’s judgment. “The Lord spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they approached the Lord. The Lord said to Moses: ‘Tell your brother Aaron not t come whenever he chooses into the Most Holy Place behind the curtain in front of the atonement cover on the ark, or else he will die, because I appear in the cloud over the atonement cover.” On this occasion the Lord teaches that atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the Israelites. God is not a caretaker. He is not a band-aid, or a big-brother, or a social worker, or whatever we have made an image of. He is the One who we must worship in holiness.

What were the steps to take for Aaron to enter the Most Holy Place (16:3-14)? He had to offer a sin offering for himself, then for the people. When Aaron was finished making atonement for the Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar, he was supposed to bring forward the scapegoat. “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” (16:21-22). The goat would then be destroyed by wild animals.

The Lord explains in 16:29-30 what all these mean: “This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: On the tenth day of the seventh month you must deny yourselves and not do any work – whether native-born or an alien living among you – because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you. Then, before the Lord, you will be clean from all your sins. It is a Sabbath of rest, and you must deny yourselves; it is a lasting ordinance. The priest who is anointed and ordained to succeed his father as high priest is to make atonement. He is to put on the sacred linen garment and make atonement for the Most Holy Place, for the Tent of Meeting and the altar, and for the priest and all the people of the community.” The author of the epistle to the Hebrews summarizes this as entering the Sabbath rest. He urges his readers to make every effort to enter that rest. He encourages his readers to be judged on all the hidden and uncovered motives by the word of God which is living and active, sharper than any double edged sword, so that they could enter the rest. The scapegoat is the foreshadow of Jesus Christ, and the word of God is the gospel of the forgiveness of our sin. We learn from the teaching about the Day of Atonement in Leviticus chapter 16 that we must give account to God who sacrificed his own son as a scapegoat. Considering Aaron’s situation, and that the teaching to enter the Sabbath rest was given in the situation, challenges us who take or shun the gospel for pragmatic reasons.

Israel must observe this ritual every year so they can be “clean from all . . . sins” (16:30). Regardless of the nature of their sins, God forgives the people (16:29‑34). He does it so that he can dwell among them (15:31). The conclusion is in 16:34: “This is to be made a lasting ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the Israelites.” As we learned from the epistle to the Hebrews, the teaching about the Day of Atonement has a significant symbolic meaning to us. We have used the gospel as a kind of self-help aid. Through the study of the Pentateuch may there be some who enter the Sabbath rest. Let’s read the key verse. “because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you. Then, before the Lord, you will be clean from all your sins.” Amen, Lord Jesus. Please come and dwell among us.
