Leviticus:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion

Leviticus was written by Moses during Israel’s almost 2-year stay at the foot of Mount Sinai after the Exodus.  Exodus ends as God “moves in” to the tabernacle, and Leviticus picks up with what life will be like to have God living in the midst of his people.
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Themes
Sacrifices—While this may not jump off the page, Leviticus is a celebration of this amazing truth:  God speaks.  In the religions of the Ancient World, worshipers never knew if their sacrifices were appeasing their gods.  When anything went wrong, they naturally assumed the gods were angry and they needed to offer more.  When the gods are silent, security or peace is determined by the circumstances of life.  When offering crops wasn’t enough, you offered animals… then your own blood… then parts of your body… then your own children…  But the gods never spoke, so no sacrifice was ever enough. 

Into the world of religious silence, God speaks in Leviticus, stating which offerings are required and what each does.  Because God speaks, Israel knows exactly what God thinks and where they stand with him.  Finally peace and assurance are possible!  

The five sacrifices are a conversation that show us how to have a relationship with God.  The Burnt Offering was the worshiper declaring that he or she is consecrated (devoted) to God.  The Grain Offering was the worshiper declaring love for God.  The Peace Offering was God declaring that he, the priest, and the worshiper were family.  In the Sin Offering, God declares forgiveness and an end of his anger.  In the Guilt Offering, God says that the sin’s power and presence has been removed (forgotten).  We continue this same conversation in our worship on Sundays.

Each of these sacrifices also highlights and explains a different aspect of the sacrifice that Jesus himself would offer in his life and death (Heb 10:10-14).  Can you think through how each one points to some aspect of what he does as our priest and sacrifice?

Rituals—Why all the minutia?  It may seem tedious and unnecessary to modern readers, but it conveys a message.  We may think of rituals as rigid lists of things that lose meaning with repetition, but God is saying that he is holy and a relationship with him is a stabilizing influence in life.  Rituals grant confidence and security.   Ordered structure in life makes things predictable and dependable.  We see that stability in the home makes children thrive.  The repetition of rituals builds rhythms into our lives and enables us to memorize them so they become not just a part of what we do, but an integral part of who we are.

