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Leviticus, Numbers & Deuteronomy 

Introduction 

The story of Leviticus – Deuteronomy 

• Genesis-Exodus end with the people of Israel at 

Mount Sinai. At Mount Sinai God has made a 

covenant with Israel and they have built the 

tabernacle as a place where God can dwell among 

them. Exodus ends with God coming to dwell in the 

tabernacle, one year after they arrived there. 

• Leviticus tackles the problem of God taking up 

residence in the tabernacle: how can a holy God live 

among sinful people? Answer is provided through 

sacrifice, ritual, and ethical instruction.  

• Numbers picks up one month after the tabernacle 

was completed and recounts Israel’s journey from 

Sinai to the border of the Promised Land. The journey 

takes 40 years because Israel are made to wander in 

the desert (mainly around Kadesh Barnea) until the 

Exodus generation have died out and a new 

generation is ready to enter the Promised Land. 

• Deuteronomy records the words of Moses as Israel 

stands on the Plains of Moab, ready to enter the 

Promised Land. The book contains Moses’ final charge 

to the new generation – a reminder of what God has 

already done and of the conditions of the covenant 

God has made with them. 

• Beyond Deuteronomy, the history of Israel is 

evaluated and explained in terms of the covenant 

renewed in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy acts as the 

foundation for what follows. 

Reading Old Testament narrative and law 

• All good Bible reading relies on two key questions: 

– What was the author seeking to communicate to the original readers? 

Reading narrative 

• Biblical narrative is: 

A selective record of a series of events that uses shared conventions to convey the author’s 

communicative intention in an engaging manner.1 

 
1 Peter T. Vogt, Interpreting the Pentateuch: An Exegetical Handbook, Handbooks for Old Testament Exegesis (Kregel, 
2009), p.48. 
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• Selective record: Every narrative is selective. Authors select the elements which will best serve their 

purpose(s). 

• Shared conventions: Narratives are told using conventions which are assumed to be understood by both 

the author and readers. When different from the original intended audience, we have to work to 

recognise these conventions. 

• Communicative intention: Authors are intending to communicate through their narratives. There is a 

purpose. Reading narrative well means learning to discern what the author wants us to learn from their 

writing. 

• Engaging manner: Authors want their readers to want to read their narratives. Biblical narrative can seem 

less engaging to us because we are used to different narrative conventions. 

 

• Things to look out for in biblical narrative: 

– Plot – What’s the shape of the story? In particular, where is the climax of the tension? This is 

often a significant point. How is tension resolved? 

– Speech – Directly quoted speech is often important for revealing what the narrative is about. Look 

especially for the first speech in a narrative and the key speech of the key character at the key 

moment. 

– Repetition – Words, phrases and ideas that are repeated are often important and can be a guide 

to the meaning of the narrative. 

– Narrator’s comments – Sometimes the narrator makes it very clear what the story is about 

through a direct statement. At other times, the narrator is more subtle but still tells us what’s 

going on. 

Reading law 

• Laws do more than give dos and don’ts. They also reveal and shape attitudes, beliefs, and priorities. 

• Laws reveal the values of the law giver. God’s laws offer a window into his heart. 

• Laws shape the values of a community. God’s laws shaped the values of Israelite society. 

• In this way, each law encapsulates both a practice and a principle: 

– Practice – The do or don’t do. What does the law actually want people to do? 

– Principle – The value underpinning the law. Why was this law given? What value underpins it and 

what was its aim? 

• Because Old Testament laws were given to people living in a different time and context and under a 

different covenant, the practice will not always transfer to us directly, but the principle will still be 

relevant. 

• To read and apply Old Testament law, we need to consider the principle and how we might live that out 

today in a different historical, cultural, and religious context. 

• There are therefore various ways we relate to Old Testament law: 

– Some laws are restated in the New Testament, both principle and practice apply (e.g. laws on 

sexual ethics). 

– Some laws are fulfilled in the work of Christ. We apply the principle by trusting in his work (e.g. 

laws on sacrifice). 

– Some laws prescribe practices set aside in this age because we live after the work of Christ (e.g. 

ritual purity laws). 

– Some laws were specific to Israel’s context as a theocratic society (i.e. religion and state were the 

same) and so the practice is no longer appropriate (e.g. death penalty for idolatry). 

• When approaching biblical law, always ask: 

– What does this reveal about God, his heart, and his values? 
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– How does this fit with the work of Christ and New Testament teaching? 

– How do we apply the principle of this law today?  

How does these three questions help us to approach the following laws? 

Lev. 1:3-9 

Lev. 18:6-8 

Lev. 19:9-10 

Lev. 19:32 

Lev. 24:17-22 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Leviticus 

Key message 

• Leviticus answers one key question: how can sinful people live with a holy God? 

• Revealed by Leviticus’ position in the Bible’s big story: 

– Exod. 40:35 ‘And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, 

and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.’ 

– Lev. 1:1 ‘The Lord called Moses and spoke to him from the tent of meeting.’ 

– Num. 1:1 ‘The Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the tent of meeting.’ 

• Leviticus is God’s provision so that humans can dwell with him in their midst. This reveals God’s heart. 

• Notice God takes the initiative. The majority of the book is God speaking, and he starts the conversation 

(Lev. 1:1). 

• What does this reveal about God? He wants us! God wants people to be in relationship with him. 

• Leviticus doesn’t reveal a God who is harsh, stingy, and controlling. It reveals a God who is love and who 

longs for all people to experience fullness of life through intimate relationship with him and through living 

in line with how he has created them to live. 

Overview 

• Leviticus has a pyramid structure. Chapter 16, the Day of Atonement, is the centre point of the pyramid. 

• On the Day of Atonement the people confessed their sins and engaged in God-commanded rituals, 

trusting God’s promise to cleanse and forgive them so they could live in relationship with him. The high 

point of the day was when the High Priest, representing the people, would enter the Holy of Holies – the 

place where God dwelt. Pinnacle of Leviticus is God and humans dwelling in intimate relationship. 

• Journey up the pyramid – Lev. 1-15 – centres around how that relationship can happen. Key question: 

How can sinful people live with a holy God? 

• Lev. 1-7 – Sacrifices – These chapters act as a menu and instruction manual on how the Israelites could 

worship God and deal with their sin. Five different types of sacrifice are outlined, each with a different 

focus and purpose. 
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• Lev. 8-10 – The priesthood – Priests were needed to help people make their sacrifices and to bring them 

to God. The priests are ordained, setting them apart and devoting them to God for this important role. 

Includes a cautionary tale of two priests who are killed by God when they don’t carefully obey his 

instructions. 

• Lev. 11-15 – Ritual purity – Laws about clean and unclean, relating to animals, bodily fluids and skin 

diseases. A ritual illustration of the moral purity required to draw near to God. 

• Lev. 16-17 – The Day of Atonement – Key yearly ritual, and extra material about the centrality of sacrifice 

and blood. 

• Journey down the pyramid – Lev. 18-27 – is all about what happens when God and people dwell together. 

What flows out of relationship with God? 

• Lev. 18-20 – Holy living – Rules about various areas of life, especially sex/relationships and justice/care for 

the vulnerable. Aim of laws is to become like God – ‘be holy as I am holy’. Laws flow out of relationship 

with God, they are not about entering into relationship with God. 

• Lev. 21-22 – Priests and holy things – Further instruction for priests on how they are to be holy – set apart 

for God. Instructions on when people can and cannot interact with holy things. 

• Lev. 23-25 – Holy times – The weekly sabbath, yearly festivals and other, less frequent, holy days.   

• Lev.26 – Blessing and curses – The terms of the covenant between God and Israel. The blessings to be 

received if they are obedient and curses if they are disobedient. Key blessing is intimacy with God. 

• Lev. 27 – Appendix on vows and dedication. 

Reading Leviticus as a Christian 

• Leviticus only provides a partial answer to the question ‘How can sinful people live with a holy God?’. 

There is still a level of distance between God and humans and the rest of Old Testament history will show 

that human hearts are just too sinful to enable us to maintain good relationship with God. The ultimate 

answer to the question comes in Jesus. Jesus’s perfect life, his sacrificial death, and his conquering 

resurrection give the full and lasting answer. 

• Leviticus establishes the conceptual framework that allows us to make sense of the work of Christ (e.g. 

holiness, sacrifice as substitute, atonement through blood etc.). This is seen in the way Hebrews makes 

use of the concepts of Leviticus to explain what Jesus has done. 

• Leviticus’ vison for the result of humans living with God – becoming like him, holy as he is holy – is 

something we as Christians are also called to and is made truly possible through Jesus. 

Numbers 

Key Message 

• Two things happen in Numbers: 

– The people of Israel prove themselves continually unfaithful to God. 

– God proves himself continually faithful to his people and his promises. 

• Combination of these two reveals the message of Numbers: though humans are utterly sinful and 

constantly unfaithful to God, God continues to be faithful to his people and his promises. 

Overview 

• Numbers can be viewed as a travelogue and is structured around geography: 

– 1:1-10:10 – Preparations at Sinai 

– 10:11-12:16 – Journey to Kadesh 

– 13:1-19:22 – Forty years in Kadesh 

– 20:1-22:1 – Journey to the Plains of Moab 

– 22:2-36:13 – In the Plains of Moab 
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1:1-10:10 – Preparations at Sinai 

• Opens with a census (Num.1) – Two purposes: (1) Count men who could go into battle; (2) Demonstrate 

God’s faithfulness to his promises to Abraham. 

• Directions for arrangement of the camp and march (Num. 2) – Camp is arranged with tent of meeting at 

the centre, priest and Levites surrounding the tent, and three tribes on each side. Symbolic presentation 

of God being at the centre of the nation. Order for marching also puts tent of meeting at the centre, 

although Ark of the Covenant goes at the front – God is their leader. 

Arrangement of Israelite camp 

 

Arrangement when travelling 

 

 

• Census and duties of Levites (Num.3-4) – Tribe of Levi were set apart for managing and ministering at the 

tent of meeting. Small number of priests from tribe of Aaron who ministered at the tent of meeting. 

Levites acted as guards and caretakers. 

• Directions for keeping the camp ritually clean and for sacrifices (Num. 5-6) – Emphasising fact that God is 

living with them, so they need to remain ritually pure and perform proper sacrifices. 

• Whole section emphasises the fact that God is dwelling with the people and the people’s initial obedience 

– they cleanse the camp, perform sacrifices, cleanse the Levites, and celebrate the Passover. It all starts so 

well. 

10:11-12:16 – Journey to Kadesh 

• But things quickly start to unravel! 

• Within days the people are complaining. God gives them meat (quail) but also sends a plague that kills 

many. Then Moses’ brother and sister start opposing him. 

• Just before the people arrived at Sinai they were complaining (Exod. 16-17). Now, as soon as they leave 

Sinai they are complaining. What has the Sinai covenant actually achieved? 

13:1-19:22 – Forty years in Kadesh 

• Stopping about halfway to the Promised Land, 12 men are sent to spy out the land of Canaan. When they 

return, all but two are so scared by the nations they’ve seen that they reject Moses and plan to choose a 

new leader and return to Egypt. Moses has to intercede to rescue the people. God agrees not to destroy 

the nation, but he bars this generation from the Promised Land. They will wander in the desert until they 

have all died. Their children alone will enter the Promised Land. 

• A chapter of laws follows (Num. 15). Why? They are laws about life in the land (15:2). This is a way of God 

promising that his people will still possess the land. 
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• Another rebellion follows (Num.16). Some men try to take over the leadership of the people. God opens 

the earth to swallow them up. God continues to affirm that Moses is his chosen leader. 

20:1-22:1 – Journey to the plains of Moab 

• Moses rebels (Num. 20) – The people complain about a lack of water. God tells Moses to instruct water to 

come from a rock, but instead he hits the rock and claims that he (not God) will make the water appear. In 

judgement, Moses is denied entry to the Promised Land. 

• The people rebel again (Num. 21) – God sends fiery serpents in judgement, but also a means of rescue – 

they will live if they look upon a bronze serpent Moses will make. 

22:2-36:13 – In the Plains of Moab 

• Israel are doing badly. We might expect that God is soon going to run out of patience with them. Instead, 

we find God reaffirming his promises. The people might be faithless, but God is faithful. 

• The king of Moab is nervous about the Israelites, so he employs a pagan seer (Balaam) to curse Israel. He 

tries three times but ends up blessing Israel three times. The blessings reaffirm God’s earlier promises: 

– That Israel would be blessed and those who curse them would be cursed: ‘How can I curse whom 

God has not cursed?’ (Num. 23:8); ‘Blessed are those who bless you, and cursed are those who 

curse you’ (Num. 24:9). 

– That the descendants of Abraham will be a numerous nation: ‘Who can count the dust of Jacob or 

number the fourth part of Israel?’ (Num. 23:10). 

– That Abraham’s descendants would live with God in their own (Eden-like) land: ‘The LORD their 

God is with them’ (Num. 23:21). ‘How lovely are your tents, O Jacob … Like gardens beside a river’ 

(Num. 24:6). 

– That one would come who would destroy evil: ‘A star shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall 

rise out of Israel; it shall crush the forehead of Moab’ (Num. 24:17). 

• While Israel is rebelling against God, up above them on a hill a pagan prophet is reiterating God’s 

promises over them. God is faithful even if his people are faithless. 

• A second census is taken (Num. 26). The Exodus generation has died out. The new generation are ready to 

enter the Promised Land. 

• Some of the tribes – Reuben and Gad – decide to settle on the west side of the Jordan. Clear theme about 

settling in the land in the final chapters. Stage of preparation for entering the land. 

Reading Numbers as a Christian 

• The key theological themes of Numbers are still relevant: 

– God’s faithfulness to his people and promises is supremely revealed in the work of Christ and the 

new covenant. 

– Human sinfulness is only truly solved by the work of Christ and the new heart that we receive in 

the new covenant. 

• Later books of the Bible often make use of the Israelites’ unfaithfulness in Numbers as a cautionary tale, 

e.g. 

– 1 Cor. 10:1-10 – Paul draws on the Israelites’ faithlessness in Exodus and Numbers and the 

judgements taht evoked to warn the Corinthians to ‘take heed lest [they] fall’. He sees the stories 

of the Israelites as examples to instruct us. 

– Heb. 3:7-4:13 – Drawing on an earlier reflection in Psalm 95, the author uses the example of the 

Exodus generation who didn’t enter into God’s rest in the Promised Land because of their 

hardness of hearts. He warns his readers to ensure they don’t have the same hard heart such that 

they also miss out on God’s rest.  
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Deuteronomy 

Key message 

• Deuteronomy is a set of speeches delivered by Moses to the people of Israel as they camp on the Plains of 

Moab waiting to enter the Promised Land. The speeches are Moses’ final words to the people. 

• It’s a very forward-looking book, though it draws heavily on the past. Moses uses the experience of Israel 

so far to give exhortations, warnings, and predictions about their future in the land in the near and distant 

future. 

• Three key points emerge within Deuteronomy: 

– God deserves and requires wholehearted love and obedience from his people. 

– Sinful humans will always prove unable to give wholehearted love and obedience. 

– God will be faithful to his people and promise and will one day transform the sinful hearts of 

humans.  

Overview 

• The book falls into four sections: 

– 1:1-4:43 – Historical background: Sinai to the Plains of Moab 

– 4:44-11:32 – The call to covenant faithfulness 

– 12:1-26:19 – Laws: covenant stipulations 

– 27:1-34:12 – Warnings and promises 

1:1-4:43 – Historical background: Sinai to the Plains of Moab 

• Moses reminds this new generation of their parents’ mistakes during their journey from Sinai to Kadesh 

and then to the Plains of Moab: they failed to trust God. 

• He also stresses God’s faithfulness to the people during this time, especially through the military victories 

on their journey. 

• On the basis of this, Moses calls the Israelites to obedience (Deut. 4), emphasising the importance of 

fleeing from idolatry and worshipping God alone. He warns that exile will occur if they are disobedient but 

promises that even then God’s mercy would be shown. 

4:44-11:32 – The call to covenant faithfulness 

• Moses now takes the story even further back to the establishing of the covenant at Sinai. He stresses that 

this new generation are under the same covenant, speaking as if they were there when it was established 

even though they actually weren’t. 

• The 10 Commandments are reiterated (Deut. 5) and the most important commandment – loving God with 

heart, soul and might – is highlighted (Deut. 6). 

• Moses continues to draw on the stories of Israel’s time at Sinai, recounted in Exodus, using these stories 

to warn Israel and call them to wholehearted love and obedience to God.  

12:1-26:19 – Laws: covenant stipulations 

• The long middle section lays out specific covenant stipulations in the form of laws. 

• There is much overlap with laws in the earlier books, but with a new focus on how things will work when 

they settle in the Promised Land. 

• Some think that these laws are structured around the themes of the 10 commandments.  

• There are laws about worship (Deut. 12-13), ritual purity (Deut. 14), festivals (Deut. 15-16), key figures 

(e.g. priests, kings, and prophets; Deut. 17-18), and laws for society (e.g. on murder, sex, marriage et al; 

Deut. 19-26). 
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27:1-34:12 – Warnings and promises 

• In the final section, Moses focusses on Israel’s future in the land, and especially the blessings they’ll 

experience for obedience and the curses for disobedience. 

• Moses lays down the principle of blessing and curses, including how the people are to remind themselves 

of these when they enter the land, standing on two mountains and hearing the Levites recite the curses 

(Deut. 27-28). 

• The final chapters intertwine threads of warning and promise. It is viewed as inevitable that Israel won’t 

be obedient to the covenant and so will experience the curses, but it is also promised that God will bring a 

resolution to this. 

• Most importantly, Moses notes that a circumcised heart is what is required to love God with heart and 

soul. This, he says, God will do when the people have been called back from exile (Deut. 30:1-10). The 

implication is that sinful human hearts won’t be able to stay faithful to God, but one day God will do 

something to transform sinful human hearts. 

Reading Deuteronomy as a Christian 

• Deuteronomy’s key theological themes are still very relevant: 

– God is still deserving of and still requires wholehearted love and obedience from his people. As 

Christians, Jesus’ perfect love and obedience are credited to us and we are empowered by the 

Spirit to live in love and obedience. 

– The sinful human heart is still the barrier to wholehearted love and obedience. The need of every 

human is not just a little spring clean but a total heart transformation. 

– God has fulfilled his promise to transform the heart of sinful Christians.  

• Deuteronomy is one of the Old Testament books most quoted in the New. 

• When in the wilderness, Jesus quotes Deuteronomy in response to the devil’s temptations (Matt. 4:1-11; 

Luke 4:1-13). 

• Jesus agrees with Deuteronomy when he quotes from Deut. 6 in answering a question about the most 

important commandment (Matt. 22:37, Mark 12:30, Luke 10:27). 

• Paul alludes to Deut. 30 when he talks about the need for circumcision to be of the heart: ‘circumcision is 

a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter’ (Rom. 2:29). 

 

Recommended Resources 
BibleProject Overviews and Torah Series (bibleproject.com) 

Commentaries in these series: 

 Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Sklar on Leviticus is particularly good) 

 Bible Speaks Today (Tidball on Leviticus is very good) 

 New International Commentary on the Old Testament 

Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Theology of the Hebrew Bible (IVP Apollos, 2003) 

L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord?: A Biblical Theology of the Book of Leviticus 

(IVP Apollos, 2015) 

‘Blood, Boils and Blessings: Finding Jesus in Leviticus’ – A preach series (kings1066.org/Leviticus) 
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