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Let’s Get Levitical: 
The Sin Challenge 

Leviticus 4:13-21, Psalm 103:1-8; Hebrews 9:11-12; Luke 22:14-20* 
 

As I have read over Leviticus 1-7 this week I suspect like you my mind kept going 
to the rock group Van Halen.  Your’s didn’t, oh well mine did. 

As you look at all the instructions and seeming nit-picking rules in Leviticus about 
what to do, I was reminded of the way that Van Halen have often been mocked for putting 
in all the contracts to their 1982 World 
Tour that no brown M&Ms were 
offered to the band or the concert was 
off.  It seemed a pointless piece of 
self-centred aggrandisement from 
arrogant rock stars. 

But there was actually a really good reason.  At the time it was one the biggest 
show in town with huge lights, huge sound system, huge stage with staggering amounts 
of power going through all of it.  All of which had to be handled properly if people, let alone 
the band, were going to be safe.  If the M&Ms offerings were brown then who knew what 
else was going down, all the technical details were suspect. The Devil was in the detail. 

You might thing it is a bit of jump to go from M&Ms to blood sacrfices but when 
God came to be with his people here was something much more powerful that a rock 
concert and people had to be kept safe, so they needed follow instructions or someone 
was going to get hurt.  However in Leviticus it is God that is in the details. 

SIN SACRIFICE 
Sacrifice Purpose Offering Offerer Priest Outcome 

Burnt Offering  
1:1-17 
6:8-13 

Humble offering, 
atones for sin. 
Pleasing to God. 

A perfect male form 
herd, flock or 2 birds. 

Places hands, slays, 
skins and cuts in 
pieces. 

Blood thrown against 
altar, washes parts, 
places pieces on fire. 

Completely burned. 

Grain Offering  
2:1-16 
6:14-23 

Thanks, offering 
goods and works to 
God. Pleasing to 
God. 

Fine flour, cake or 
bread with salt, 
incenses but no 
yeast. 

Gives handful. Burns handful. Handful burned, priests 
eat remainder. 

Peace Offering  
3:1-17,  
7:11-21, 28-36 
22:18-30 

Thanks, peace with 
God & others.  After 
a vow. Pleasing to 
God. 

A perfect male or 
female animal, 
whatever you can 
afford. 

Places hand, slays, 
skins, cuts in pieces. 

Throws blood on the 
altar. 

Fat burned, priests eat 
part the same day, 
offeror eats the rest 
same day or next. 

Sin or Purification 
Offering   
4:1-5:13 
6:24-30 

Forgiveness for 
specific unintentional 
sin.  Pleasing to God. 

Dependant on level 
of responsibility. 

Places hands on, 
elders on behalf of 
congregation.   

Blood distributed 
around Tabernacle. 

Fat burned, priest eats 
the rest or burned 
outside the camp. 

Guilt or 
Reparation 
Offering  5:14-19 

Forgiveness for sins 
against holy things, 
or hurt another. 

A perfect male sheep 
(plus restitution). 

Makes restitution first 
then same as sin 
offering. 

Like sin offering. Fat burnt, priest eats the 
rest. 

The above table it an attempt to summarise the various sacrifices in Leviticus.  If 
we had time we could look in detail at all the sacrifices which formed part of Jesus thought 
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world.1  There is much we could learn about how all were welcome into the worship of 
Israel, none were to be excluded.  I particularly have noted that it was the way that the 
priests were fed.  There could be useful teaching about supporting ministry to come from 
these ancient rituals. 

PUTTING OURSELVES IN THE PICTURE. 
But we only have time for the sin sacrifice.  Part of problem of looking at these 

passages is that they aren’t meant to be simply read but acted out.  Reading a recipe 
will not excite in the same way that preparing and eating a meal will. 

We also need to set aside our modern issues with the killing of animals.  Part of 
our reaction to this passage is due to our distance as consumers from where our meat 
comes from.  I suspect that those who live on farms would react in the same way.  

Further if we are going to do justice to the system we need by our imagination to 
put ourselves into the action.  We need to imagine that we are watching what is going 
on, perhaps as a young child might watch what goes on in church, and I suspect that the 
Tabernacle would have been more fascinating. 

As you watched the sacrifices that are described in Leviticus 4 and 5 certain 
details would have gained your attention.  As in the other sacrifices the person offering 
the sacrifice would put his hand upon the animal and then kill it (4:4, 15, 24 etc).  But 
there were differences.  In the other sacrifices the focus was on the whole animal 
whereas here the focus is on the blood of the animal that the priest dips his finger into 
and then rubs it on various parts of the Tabernacle.  This must have been more 
dramatic in the act than it sounds in the reading. 

If we were really paying attention, we may notice that for different people different 
parts of the Tabernacle were daubed with blood.  If the high priest made the sacrifice 
then he took the blood into the Holy Place, and the same if it was a sacrifice made by 
the whole community for its sins.  But for a leader of the community or for a community 
member the blood was painted onto the horns or projections of the altar of burnt 
offering.  Also the more senior the person in the community the greater the value of the 
sacrifice.  For a leader it was a male goat, for everyone else it was a female goat or 
lamb, or if poor a pigeon, for the very poor flour could be substituted. 

And this all seemed to get a result as they would talk about forgiveness and 
atonement.  In these details we get to the heart of the sacrifices and all these details. 

HOLINESS ISSUES 
These details show that the Levitical mind set is focused on the holiness of God, 

he is utterly holy.  He is a holy God and so his people are to be holy.  But they aren’t, 
they are at best for want of a better word, common, and often unclean through sin or 
defilement.  It is important to note for later unclean doesn’t always mean sinful or guilty.   
It could be what seem to us like little things (of the brown M&M type) but all show that 
we need to be put right with God before we come into his presence.  The little things can 
point to bigger problems. 

The sins dealt with in Leviticus 4 are for what are called unintentional sins (4:2 et 
al).  There is some debate as to the exact meaning of the phrase it certainly is different 
from what was called sinning with a high hand, deliberately going out and doing wrong.  
Whatever it means it does mean that sins even unintentional sins, little ones need to be 
dealt with ( such as sins of omission or inappropriate oaths see Lev 5).  Lack of 

                                            
1 A we look at the sacrifices of Leviticus we need to remember that this is the religion of Jesus.  

These are the traditions and rituals that he grew up with.  One of the earliest stories we have of Jesus’ life 
was his parents going to Jerusalem after he was born to sacrifice for purification (Luke 2:22-24) Also 
whilst Jesus never attacked the sacrificial system directly, he understood that it was God given, and 
thought off his own ministry in Levitical terms.  Whilst we are modern protestants may struggle with this 
ritual as we looked at last week we can’t be disciples of Jesus if we don’t understand his thought world. 
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intentionality is no excuse.  Sins whether it be M&M size or much larger needs to be 
dealt with. 

If it is going to be safe to be with the utterly Holy God there needs to be a way be 
brought back safely into his presence.  So if they are to be with God, they need to be 
cleansed that is forgiven, which is done through sacrifice. 

Please note that sacrifice then is not because God is angry with his people, he 
has saved his people, he loves his people, but because of his holiness sin must be dealt 
with. 

 
(Via Sacrifice) 

 

 sanctify   cleanse  
  

Holy  Clean (and common)     Unclean (and Common) 
  

 profane   pollute          
  

(Via  Sin       and      Infirmity)2 

 
So here is a challenge to us, do we think of sin that way, do we think of it as 

defiling, ruining our relationship with God and making it dangerous to be in his presence. 
In fact, what is clear here as that its not the size of the sin but who is doing the 

sinning that makes it more serious.  When the leaders sinned a great sacrifice was 
required.  It is easy to see why this is the case as the leader will lead others into sin.  If 
caterer mucks up a concert its not as bad as a miswiring electrian! 

NEW TESTAMENT RESPONSIBILITY 
This is also a New Testament idea Jesus says that from those who have been 

given much, much will be demanded (Luke 12:48).  James says that those who teach 
will be judged more harshly (James 3:1).  Sadly, we have seen too many examples of 
the impact on God’s people when the leaders fail.  Please also be praying for myself, 
Jacob and others that we would not lead people astray by our actions and sins. 

Sin then is serious, and it is right that each week we have our own little ritual of 
confession that reminds us of the same truth.  It may not be as dramatic or as messy but 
it reinforces that we are all sinners who cannot stand before a Holy God. 

But the Levitical sacrifices not only point to the seriousness of sin but also say 
there was a solution, by this action as the ancient Israelites confessed their sin and 
through the action of the priest there was atonement, their sin was covered, it runs a like 
a refrain throughout the chapter. (4:20, 26, 31, 35) 

We cannot help but think of Christ, for it is by his sacrifice once for all that our sin 
is dealt with.  Each week then not only do we have confession we have our weekly 
refrain that in Christ there is no condemnation, we are fully forgiven. 

Jesus then replaces all these sacrifices.  You could take the table in the pew 
sheet and put a cross through them all because that is literally what Jesus. 

This is great news.  Now there is only one offering, its not about getting your 
liturgical M&Ms right the only thing offered is Jesus. 

 But it is interesting that people can be just as upset by it.  Some complain that 
they don’t like the Old Testament because it’s got too much ritual, where as the New 
Testament they complain because it’s all about Jesus. 

But we can only stand before God because of Jesus, it is dangerous to come 
before God with to use old language being covered in his blood.  The only thing you can 
offer to God, that should be in your bowl is Jesus, anything else is as useless as M&Ms 

                                            
2 From G.J. Wenham - The book of Leviticus NICOT (Eerdmans) 
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of whatever colour. God out of his love has provided our sacrifice, and for that we 
should be eternal grateful. 

Do you feel it, when you hear the words “You are forgiven”  I urge you to think 
more deeply about the utter holiness of God. 

PURIFICATION SACRIFICE 
There is however, it seems to me, something deeper going on in these rituals that 

just getting sin dealt with. 
We need to think again what happens during the ritual.  It is about blood and 

blood being daubed on various parts of the Tabernacle, the more serious the sin, the 
closer to the holy place the blood comes. 

This sacrifice not only does something to the Israelites but does something to the 
Tabernacle.  The word that we have translated as sin offering can also mean purification 
offering.  This sacrifice is not only about forgiveness of sin, which the burnt offering dealt 
with as well as will the Day of Atonement but is about purifying the Tabernacle. 

The Tabernacle we need to remember was a symbol of God’s presence with his 
people, it was about restoring Eden, God being with us.  The people when they sinned 
defiled the Tabernacle, God could not dwell in the presence of sin.  This may be a 
difficult idea to grasp but sin polluted, contaminated, infected the Tabernacle and 
something had to be done about it if God was going to be in the midst of his people. 

There is both forgiveness and purification.  So this sacrifice not only gave 
forgiveness but also for God to be able to be with his people and vice versa, but also 
meant the Tabernacle was purified so they could serve as his holy people, showing him 
to the world. 

PURIFICATION IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 
This idea of being purified, of having a stain removed is a strong part of the 

thinking of the New Testament yet a major change has taken place. God now 
Tabernacles with us, and so it is not the place of worship that is purified but us. 

 “.. the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. If we confess our sins, he 
is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness (1 
John 1:7, 9). 

The saints in heaven all dressed in white are those who “… have washed their 
robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Revelation 7:14). 

It is most clearly spelled out in our Hebrews reading. Christ by his own offering 
gave eternal redemption but also by his blood to purify our conscience from dead works 
to worship the living God! 

We are not only saved from our sins but purified to serve God and be his people 
and he to be with us.  The sacrifice of Jesus not only makes us clean but sacred, saints, 
ready for God to use us, and for us to live with and for him 

For a final time to return to my Van Halen analogy the aim of the M&Ms wasn’t so 
that everyone could look at the great stage and say how safe that must be.  But rather to 
enjoy the presence of a great rock band and to have a great concert. 

If we loose the idea of purification we are just saying that God now looks safe 
with out realise that he wants us up onstage with him, singing his songs, living as his 
people for all the world to see. 

In Jesus we are forgiven and purified and ready to go, so borrow Van Halen’s 
well known phrase we might as well Jump! 

If we are going to be Levitical, if we are going to let the Bible talk we need to 
head this call to action. 

This is our second spiritual work out. 


