
 Free Bible Commentary on Leviticus 12-22 
 
 
 
Introduction:  In this section we continue to learn about sacrificial, ceremonial and priestly functions in 
Israel:  ceremonial uncleanness from various physical causes, the handling of cases of leprosy and 
mildew, the annual day of atonement, the slaughter of animals for food, laws against incest and other 
perversions, laws for agriculture and for relating to one's neighbors, laws against idolatry and occultism, 
laws for the holiness of the priest and his family, laws about the holy offerings. 
 
 

Notes on Leviticus 12-22 
 
Laws about ceremonial uncleanness:  An Israelite could become religiously unclean in many ways:  by 
giving birth, by natural as well as pathological bodily discharges, by leprosy, by touching the dead, etc. 
 
We do not know for sure what God's reasons were for giving the laws about uncleanness.  Several 
theories exist: 
 
1. Reasons of health and hygiene.  Certainly many of the Mosaic rules seem to deal with areas where 

infection or disease was an issue. 
 
2. Given as a picture evil and sin and the need for separation from them. 
 
3. Separation from pagan practices. 
 
4. To teach self-control. 
 
12:3 - circumcised - Circumcision was the mark or sign of the covenant between God and Israel, 
beginning in the time of Abraham - see Genesis 17:10. 
 
12:4 - seven days (verse 2) plus thirty-three days made a total of forty days that a woman was unclean 
after the birth of a son. 
 
12:5 - two weeks plus sixty-six days made a total of eighty days of uncleanness after the birth of a 
daughter.  We are not told why there is a longer period of uncleanness after the birth of a female. 
 
12:6 - bring to the priest...offering - Joseph and Mary did this after the birth of Jesus - Luke 2:21-24.  They 
were poor and offered the birds described in verse 8. 
 
13:2 - infectious skin disease [NASB:  leprosy] - Though leprosy as we know it would be included, the 
translators of the NIV and many scholars believe the Hebrew word used by Moses includes several types 
of serious skin disease.   
 
13:3 - priest is to examine - Since these diseases were so serious and infectious, someone had to be 
responsible to identify them and enforce necessary quarantines. 
 
13:6 - faded - Thus people were protected from stigma and exclusion if they did not really have leprosy. 
 
13:13, 14 - turned white...raw flesh - These directions accord with modern knowledge of leprosy and its 
stages.  It reaches a non-infectious stage. 
 
13:45 - wear torn clothes... - The life of a person with leprosy or similar sickness was a nightmare.  In 
addition to the deterioration of the flesh, there was ceremonial uncleanness and a strict separation from 
the rest of society.  By his appearance and his cries the leper must warn everyone to stay away from him. 
These measures seen harsh to today's mind, but these people did not understand medical science and 
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the point had to be made about separation of the infected from the rest of the population.  The nearest 
parallel in our times to leprosy is the social isolation of AIDS patients. 
 
13:47 - mildew [KJV:  plague of leprosy; NASB: mark of leprosy] - Some have supposed that this means 
contamination from the disease of leprosy on a garment worn by a leper.  Most scholars now feel that the 
Hebrew term for leprosy was used in Moses' time to describe a wide variety of spoiling conditions 
including skin diseases, mildew, dry rot, etc.  The NIV rendering, "mildew," is probably a good one.  This 
could be a garment belonging to anyone, not just to a leper. 
 
14:3 - healed - Whether leprosy as we know it, or one of the other diseases included in the term by 
Moses, the disease could go into remission, or in the case of some diseases, run its course and go away. 
There needed to be a way for the person who had been excluded from society to get back in.  Again the 
priest was responsible for making that decision.  Jesus healed a leper and then sent him to the priest for 
examination and sacrificial cleansing - Matthew 8:2-4. 
 
13:34 - spreading mildew - something like either mildew, mold or dry rot which is very damaging to the 
house and needs to be dealt with and stamped out before it ruins the house or the health of its occupants 
and spreads to other houses.  The Israelites were now living in tents but would soon be living in houses in 
the Promised Land. 
 
15:2 - Uncleanness from a bodily discharge - The subject now shifts to other forms of ceremonial 
uncleanness which come from natural bodily functions or from illness.  The discharge described here is 
from infection or some illness. 
 
15:16 - Uncleanness from an emission of semen - A nocturnal emission as during a dream. 
 
15:18 - Uncleanness when a man lies with a woman - seminal emission during intercourse. 
 
15:19 - Uncleanness from a woman's monthly period - normal menstruation. 
 
15:24 - lies with her - Uncleanness from intercourse with a woman during her period.  This apparently 
refers to cases that are unintentional, since the penalty for intentionally lying with a menstruous woman is 
that both must be "cut off" (executed) - Leviticus 20:18. 
 
15:25 - Uncleanness from a discharge of blood - abnormal menstruation or hemorrhaging. 
 
Chapter 16 contains directions for observing the annual Day of Atonement when a special sacrifice was 
made for the sins of the whole nation. 
 
16:2 - else he will die - God is so awesomely great that he must be approached only with the utmost 
reverence and respect. 
 
16:3 - sin offering...burnt offering - Aaron, even though he is high priest, may only come into God's 
presence after proper atonement through sacrifices. 
 
16:4 - garments...bathe - God may be approached only after the high priest has thoroughly prepared 
himself. 
 
16:9 - sin offering - One goat is offered to atone for the sins of the people.  The other, the scapegoat, 
symbolically bears the sins of the people away into the desert. 
 
16:21 - lay both hands - Symbolically transferring the sins of Israel to the goat. 
 
16:29 - tenth day of the seventh month - This would fall in September-October on our Western calendar. 
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deny yourselves - Put away normal pleasures and selfish satisfactions and humble your souls in penitence 
for your sins.  This would have included fasting from food and sexual relations - compare 1 Corinthians 
7:5.  We in Western culture do not know much about denying ourselves or intentionally humbling our 
souls. 
 
16:34 - once a year - See Hebrews 9:6, 7. 
 
17:3 - sacrifices...outside the camp - God had appointed one place for sacrifice, the tabernacle.  When the 
people sacrificed elsewhere, away from the control of the priests, they might be tempted to sacrifice to 
demons (pagan gods) instead of the true God - see verse 7. 
 
17:10 - eats any blood - Strictly prohibited by God - compare Acts 15:20. 
 
17:11 - atonement - Since sin carried the penalty of death, and a life had to be offered to atone for the life 
forfeited by sin, the life-blood of an animal was required for that purpose.  God reserved it for that alone.  
Of course the blood of animals could never redeem the life of a person, but God gave Israel animal 
sacrifices to focus on in faith until the real and sufficient sacrifice of Christ could be made - see Hebrews 
9, 10. 
 
Jehovah's witnesses strongly believe this scripture prohibits blood transfusions.  To them, using blood 
through a transfusion is equal to eating it.  While respecting the sincerity of the Witnesses, the writer of 
these notes disagrees.  We ought to respect the prohibition against eating blood (Acts 15).  But this is a 
ceremonial, sacrificial law.  Jesus teaches us to put mercy before sacrifice (the ceremonial) - Matthew 
9:13; Hosea 6:6.  The saving of a human life is more important to God than a ceremonial regulation. 
 
Chapter 18 contains laws against incest, human sacrifice and various sexual perversions. 
 
18:3 - You must not do...as in Egypt...Canaan - God called his people out of Egypt, and drove out the 
Canaanites from Canaan, so that Israel could escape pagan idolatry with all its moral pollution.  God's 
people must be willing to be different and live morally pure lives.  Today Christians must also keep 
themselves from many things which unbelievers practice. 
 
18:6 - close relative - God forbids incest, that is, sexual relations with a near relative.  Those mentioned in 
this chapter (from the standpoint of a man) include your mother, your father's wife, your sister, 
granddaughter, aunt, daughter-in-law, sister-in-law. 
 
In addition to its moral uncleanness, incest often causes birth defects by the double reinforcement of 
genetic imperfections shared by both parents.  The small surviving community of Samaritans living at 
Nablus in Israel is honeycombed with serious birth defects because they do not believe in marriage 
outside their own small group.  The same problem developed in royal families in Europe. 
 
Incest, sexual abuse within families, is a growing problem in our country.  It is even promoted by some 
magazines and films.  It is more prevalent in step-families.  Sexual abuse creates awful emotional and 
spiritual damage in its victims as well as its perpetrators.  Some victims of abuse seem to recover 
emotionally, but some suffer serious emotional and spiritual trouble through their adult life.  They have 
trouble with marital relationships and feel dirty and guilty.  Many victims think they are the only ones with 
such an "evil" past and often keep their dark secret to themselves, bearing false guilt.  
 
Lives don't have to be permanently ruined by abuse.  Victims need to get help from trusted, competent 
counselors so that they can resolve the past and become spiritually and emotionally free.  Most of the guilt 
is not real, and even where there is responsibility and guilt, it can be forgiven.   
 
Those who have abused others also need to find counsel and cleansing.  And they must change their 



 
 4 

behavior, for sexual abuse inflicts trauma and brings a tremendous curse on the lives of its victims.  These 
sins can be cleansed through Christ and one can put the past behind him/her.   
 
If sexual abuse is going on, it must stop, for it is doing awful, lifelong damage to its victims.  If you know of 
an abuse situation, it is absolutely essential to get someone involved who can intervene.  The trouble 
stirred up by intervention is not as great as the damage being done by the abuse.  In many states 
ministers and church leaders are legally required to report cases of abuse that come to their knowledge. 
 
have sexual relations - The NASB and KJV translate this, "uncover the nakedness,' which is the literal 
Hebrew.  The NIV translation, "have sexual relations," is what the Hebrew obviously has in mind.  It is 
always a problem in Bible translation whether to translate the original words with slavish literalness or to 
give the intended sense and meaning.  Another illustration is the Hebrew expression "cover his feet" which 
means to relieve oneself - see 1 Samuel 24:3.  Or see 1 Kings 14:10 where the NIV translation "male" 
both conveys the idea better and is more dignified than the KJV rendering.  A sense translation sometimes 
conveys God's intended message better than the ultra-literal one does. 
 
18:17 - a woman and her daughter - Not only would this be morally unclean but it would play havoc with 
relationships. 
 
18:18 - wife's sister - The same problems would arise. 
 
18:19 - during...her monthly period - The seriousness of this is underlined in other Old Testament 
passages - see Leviticus 15:24; 20:18; Ezekiel 18:6.  God's people were to have enough self-control to 
observe this. 
 
18:21 - children to be sacrificed - This was another of the awful crimes practiced in pagan idol worship.  
Molech was a Canaanite god whose iron image was made hollow with outstretched arms so that fire could 
be kindled inside the idol and little children laid on the arms where they burned to death. 
 
18:22 - with a man...as with a woman - All through scripture God is totally opposed to homosexual 
relations - see Genesis 19:5-29;  Leviticus 20:13;  Deuteronomy 23:18;  Romans 1:26,27;  1 Corinthians 
6:9-11;  1 Timothy 1:9,10. 
 
Some homosexuals argue that God does not condemn homosexual relations as such, but rather the 
pagan idolatry or violence of which homosexual acts were part.  They say homosexual relations between 
faithful lovers are not wrong.   But the same argument could be made to justify heterosexual relations 
outside of marriage.  Those also were a part of pagan worship, but that does not make them moral in 
other circumstances.  Sex outside of marriage is wrong anywhere.  Biblically it is more correct to say that 
homosexual acts themselves are morally wrong, and that part of the reason idolatry is condemned is 
because of such acts.  The scriptures simply condemn sexual relations between people of the same sex. 
Even the need for the survival of the species, as well as anatomy, make plain to anyone that 
homosexuality is abnormal and foreign to God's intention for humans.  He made them male and female 
and commanded them to be fruitful and to fill the earth - Genesis 1:27, 28. 
 
While homosexual perversion is an abomination to God, homosexuals are loved by God like other sinners 
and can be forgiven, cleansed, and empowered to change - see 1 Corinthians 6:9-11.  What keeps many 
homosexuals and lesbians in bondage to their sin is the belief that they are what they are and cannot 
change.   Once they see through this deception, change is possible.  There are former homosexuals who 
minister powerfully in the grace of God to those who want to change. 
 
18:23 - with an animal - This perversion is called bestiality.   
 
18:25 - land vomited out its inhabitants - Our land may do the same if moral wickedness continues to 
grow. 
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18:29 - cut off - The penalty for incest, immorality and perversion was death. 
 
The warnings in this chapter are valuable for us today.  Sex is good, a holy gift created by God.  But it is 
also a powerful part of our lives and the consequences of mishandling sex are powerful as well.  Our 
nation is obsessed with sex.  This happens when we become morally and spiritually bankrupt and our lives 
are empty.  When a spirit of licentiousness and lewdness prevails as it does now, for some people sex 
becomes the reason for living.  We call this sexual addiction.  As good a thing as sex is, it is not the center 
of life or the only thing we live for.  Until the sexual addict understands this, he can never get well. 
 
When people practice normal sex without moral boundaries, it eventually becomes dull and people have 
to move on to more and more perverted, or even demonic expressions of sex for their thrills.  
Pornographers in America have explored every form of perversion that exists and are flooding our young 
people with the knowledge of things that should never enter their minds.  Pornographic and sexual traps 
are everywhere in our cities and temptation is at everyone's elbow through the Internet.  People argue that 
pornography is harmless, but what you put into your mind becomes part of you, drives out God's Holy 
Spirit, and sets you up as a pushover for future temptation.  Countless lives have been wrecked by it.  
What you feed on, you will eventually act out.  The writer of these notes knows of a number of people 
whose lives and families were destroyed by pornography and sexual addiction.  The church is fuller of 
these things than we know.  Pornographic and sexual addictions are among the hardest to break.  But in 
Christ we can find forgiveness, cleansing, and power to change.  "Though your sins are like scarlet, they 
shall be as white as snow" - Isaiah 1:18. 
 
19:2 - Be holy - God is saying, AYou absolutely must cut loose from the immoralities, crimes and 

perversions that characterize the culture around you.@  We must be separate, clean and different if we 

want to belong to a holy God - 1 Corinthians 6:14-7:1;  Hebrews 12:14;  2 Timothy 2:19-22.  This does not 
mean that one must have achieved perfect and complete victory over evil in order to have a relationship 
with God.  It does mean that our struggle with evil has to be genuine and our hearts always penitent for 
times when we fall back.  God knows when our efforts are genuine and he is there to add grace and help. 
 
19:3 - respect...mother and father - Wherever sin takes over in a culture, one of the first things it does is 
destroy the relationship between parents and children, a relationship from which all of life and character 
grow.  When Malachi describes the coming redemption, he says God will "turn the hearts of the fathers to 
their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers..." - Malachi 4:6.  God's people and their 
families must be willing to be different. 
 
observe my Sabbaths - People often argue that they can love God and be religious without going to 
religious assemblies.  But having a regular appointment which we put before everything else says a lot 
about how much we honor God.  It is also there that we find encouraging fellowship that makes the 
difference in overcoming evil, and it is there that we are fed God's word so we can grow spiritually.  It is 
there that we are reminded of what Christ has done for us, and thus we are drawn and enabled by the love 
of Christ.  It is no wonder scripture says to Christians, "Let us not give up meeting together, as some are 
in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching" 
- Hebrews 10:25. 
 
19:9 - do not...gather the gleanings - The teaching in this section is beautiful.  God wants his people to be 
generous, conscious of the needs of the poor.  We are not to grasp every straw of profit, but are to trust 
God for our living.  Those who live in this spirit are unusual and great people. 
 
19:11 - Do not lie - Notice that lying is classed right along with stealing, robbing and oppressing people.  
Truth is the backbone of character.  A society will fall apart when there are enough lying, dishonest 
people.  We should avoid even "small" lies because the habit grows.   
 
19:13 - Do not hold back the wages - This is good, righteous teaching.  The poor may depend on the 
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wages he gets from one day to the next. 
 
19:14 - stumbling block...blind - We would think this kind of teaching would not be necessary, that no one 
would do such a thing.  But fallen human nature will abuse even the helpless. 
 
19:16 - slander - Though gossip and slander are "polite" sins and are very prevalent among religious 
people, slander is classed in this passage with defrauding, robbing, abusing the helpless, murder, etc.  
You can destroy a person with words. 
 
19:17 - Do not hate - The seeds of kingdom teaching are seen even in the Old Testament law. 
 
Rebuke - If you say nothing and let your neighbor go right on sinning, you do not love him or care about 
his salvation.  If he goes on sinning because you have not rebuked him, you are partly responsible for the 
hurt he does to people in future.  Jesus teaches us to confront the person who sins - Matthew 18:15; Luke 
17:3.  Reproving the sinner is better than bottling up resentment toward him. 
 
19:18 - revenge - This seems to refer to revenge that arises out of personal anger and resentment.  
Revenge was commanded as a form of justice in cases of murder - Numbers 35:16-19. 
 
love your neighbor - Jesus called this the second greatest commandment, after loving God - Matthew 
22:36-40. 
 
19:19 - different kinds of animals...seed...material - We do not know why God gave these rules.  Several 
suggestions have been made: 
 
1. That these practices had some meaning in heathen religion and therefore God wanted Israel to leave 

them alone. 
 
2. To avoid damages to health which we do not yet understand medically today. 
 
3. To serve as a picture of the separation we must make between sin and righteousness, not mixing 

them in one's life. 
 
4. To promote simplicity and sincerity through a picture. 
 
19:23 - three years...forbidden - Is God teaching self-control?  Is he teaching his people to make provision 
for the future so they will not need this fruit?  Does God want to leave the tree in peace for the first years 
of its life?  Is there something less healthy about fruit of early years?  Does God want the fallen fruit to 
fertilize the ground for the tree? 
 
19:24 - fourth year...all fruit...holy - We are familiar with the constant teaching of the law that honor to God 
comes before our own concerns. 
 
19:25 - harvest increased - Though Israel obeyed God and restrained themselves from the fruit for four 
years, they would actually harvest more as a result of obeying God and securing his blessings. 
 
19:26 - divination...sorcery - God hates involvement with the occult spirits.  God's people are to turn to 
God, not the demons or spirits of the dead, for help and knowledge - Deuteronomy 18:10-12; Isaiah 8:19, 
20.  God rejected Saul partly because he consulted a medium - 1 Chronicles 10:13.  Christians are to 
have no dealing with mediums, "spiritual advisors," Ouija boards, etc.  Those who do so open themselves 
up to spiritual trouble.  If one has done this, he/she needs to repent, renounce these things and seek to be 
cleansed and covered spiritually by the blood of Christ. 
 
19:27,28 - cut...hair...clip...beard... cut bodies for the dead...put tattoo marks - These were all pagan 
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practices which God hated. 
 
19:29 - prostitute - Some people with no principles would hire out their daughters sexually as a means of 
income. 
 
filled with wickedness - When God's standards for sexual expression are ignored, all kinds of wickedness 
grow. 
 
19:31 - mediums...spiritists - People who charged money for finding out secrets or getting help from the 
spirit world.  See comments on verse 26 above. 
 
19:32 - Rise - God requires us to honor those older than ourselves, both because they may be aged and 
infirm and need special treatment, and because their years of experience in life qualify them for greater 
respect. 
 
19:33 - alien - A person living in a strange country not his own is always at a disadvantage and needs kind 
and helpful treatment. 
 
19:34 - you were aliens - Remembering our own trials helps us treat other people right when they go 
through similar things. 
 
19:35, 36 - dishonest standards - God hates cheating in business and expects his people to be honest. 
 
20:2 - children to Molech - See comment on 18:21. 
 
20:4, 5 - I will...cut off - Even if the people do not do their duty and execute the idolater, God will do so. 
 
20:6 - cut him off - God will punish those who turn to the occult. 
 
20:9 - curses father or mother - Honor to parents is the foundation of all other right living.  Honor to 
parents is so important that cursing a parent carried the death penalty.  Dishonor to parents was so 
damaging to society that it was like a cancer needing to be cut out.  But children will not learn to honor 
their parents unless they are taught respect when they are small. 
 
20:10 - adultery - Marriage and family are the foundation for society.   Adultery is a grievous sin against 
marriage and against one's partner.  It also carried the death penalty. 
 
20:11 - father's wife - In this section the death penalty is prescribed for a number of the immoralities and 
perversions previously prohibited in chapter 18. 
 
20:18 - cut off - Usually means executed.  This must be in cases of intentional sin. 
 
20:20, 21 - die childless - Does this mean God will make them infertile?  Does it mean the man is to be 
castrated?  Does it mean that the couple no longer have conjugal rights? 
 
20:27 - medium...spiritist...put to death - That is how serious the crime of occultism is to God.  "God is a 
jealous God" - Exodus 20:5. 
 
21:1 - not make himself...unclean - Because of the high responsibilities of the priest, he had to give up 
rights that most people had.  Since he had to remain holy for the all-important service at the altar, he could 
not become ceremonially defiled by approaching the dead, apart from his closest relatives.  God holds 
leaders to a higher standard - see James 3:1.  Today=s leader, because he must be a model, also gives 

up some freedoms that others may enjoy. 
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21:5 - shave...cut - Pagan practices at times of mourning. 
 
21:7 - not marry women defiled - The higher standard for leaders also applied to marriage. 
 
21:9 - daughter - Even the family of the leader had to live by a higher standard. 
 
21:10 - hair...unkempt - Sign of mourning. 
 
21:13 - virgin - One who has had no chance to experience sexual defilement. 
 
21:17 - defect - A priest could not come before the Lord with sacrifices if he had any of the defects listed 
below.  This was not a rejection of the person himself by God.  But perfection in the priests leading in 
worship symbolized the high honor due to God. 
 
21:22 - may eat - The priest with a defect could still receive the material support due the priests. 
 
22:2 - treat with respect the sacred offerings - Because anything offered to God is holy and belongs to 
God, even the offering must be handled or used according to strict standards.  Any mistreatment of the 
holy offerings was an insult to God himself.   
 
22:19 - without defect - This honor is due to God. 
 
22:27 - remain with its mother - God has compassion even on animals.  See also verse 28. 
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