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Text 
The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said, 2 "Speak to the Israelites 

and say to them: 'When any of you brings an offering to the LORD, bring as your offering an animal from 

either the herd or the flock. 3 "'If the offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he is to offer a male without 

defect. He must present it at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting so that it will be acceptable to the LORD. 4 

He is to lay his hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it will be accepted on his behalf to make 

atonement for him. 5 He is to slaughter the young bull before the LORD, and then Aaron's sons the priests 

shall bring the blood and sprinkle it against the altar on all sides at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 6 

He is to skin the burnt offering and cut it into pieces. 7 The sons of Aaron the priest are to put fire on the 

altar and arrange wood on the fire. 8 Then Aaron's sons the priests shall arrange the pieces, including the 

head and the fat, on the burning wood that is on the altar. 9 He is to wash the inner parts and the legs with 

water, and the priest is to burn all of it on the altar. It is a burnt offering, an offering made by fire, an 

aroma pleasing to the LORD. 10 "'If the offering is a burnt offering from the flock, from either the sheep or 

the goats, he is to offer a male without defect. 11 He is to slaughter it at the north side of the altar before 

the LORD, and Aaron's sons the priests shall sprinkle its blood against the altar on all sides. 12 He is to 

cut it into pieces, and the priest shall arrange them, including the head and the fat, on the burning wood 

that is on the altar. 13 He is to wash the inner parts and the legs with water, and the priest is to bring all of 

it and burn it on the altar. It is a burnt offering, an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 

14 "'If the offering to the LORD is a burnt offering of birds, he is to offer a dove or a young pigeon. 15 The 

priest shall bring it to the altar, wring off the head and burn it on the altar; its blood shall be drained out 

on the side of the altar. 16 He is to remove the crop with its contents and throw it to the east side of the 

altar, where the ashes are. 17 He shall tear it open by the wings, not severing it completely, and then the 

priest shall burn it on the wood that is on the fire on the altar. It is a burnt offering, an offering made by 

fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD. 

 

Introduction #1 
 Last week we finished up our year and a half journey through the book of 

Matthew.  But really that was just a small part of a larger series.  Here at this church 

we’re in the middle of a 10 year plan to preach through the Pentateuch (the first 5 books 

of the Bible) punctuated by corresponding NT books.  So in the fall of 2007 we started 

going through the first book of the Bible – Genesis, the book of beginnings.  After that 

we went to the NT book of Ephesians and spent some time there, a book that goes back to 

even before the beginning.  Then we went back and did the book of Exodus from 2009 to 

2011 – God saving his people from slavery in Egypt.  Then we did Matthew – God 

saving his people from their sins.  Now we’re ready for the third book of the Bible – 

Leviticus. 
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 Some people say at ten year series is unwise, especially in a setting like ours that 

is so transient.  You may only have people for a year or so, on average.  So you need to 

do short, seven-week series to make sure you cover everything necessary.  I can 

understand that thinking; I really can.  But two responses: 

 

(1) By doing a 10 year plan we’re intentionally trying to be subversive, non-

conformist.  Some people will just be passing through here, and that’s okay.  But 

our vision is to see more and more people settle down, swim upstream against the 

current of individualism and discontent and restless mobility and learn to love a 

particular place and measure time more in decades than semesters or years.  So 

the 10 year plan is intentional; it’s designed to help people slow down. 

(2) Secondly, our conviction about preaching is that every sermon from every text 

should be ultimately about Jesus and the gospel.  And our conviction about the 

Christian life is that the gospel is really the one thing that everyone always needs 

to here.  And so even if you’re just with us for three months, you will get fed what 

you ultimately need.  You may not hear a sermon specifically on marriage or 

parenting or finances, but you will hear about how Jesus meets the deepest need 

of your heart and when you are learning that you will naturally learn to apply that 

to all the various other felt needs in your life. 

 

Other people might cringe at the idea of spending so much time in an OT book 

like Leviticus.  I mean, Have you read what’s in it?  How are you possibly going to talk 

about that?  But this is fun.  I love seeing how the OT is not irrelevant.  I love taking 

people who are skeptical of how something that talks about mildew and discharges and 

ins and outs of an outdated sacrificial system can be useful and showing them how it 

powerfully points to Christ and speaks to the issues of our day.  It’s going to be fun. 

 

Introduction #2 
 Now, what is the overarching, main thrust of the book of Leviticus?  In a word, 

it’s holiness.  Some form of that word occurs 87 times in the book.  Leviticus 

presupposes the holiness of God.  And its main objective is to spell out for the redeemed 

nation of Israel living in the middle of the 2
nd

 millennium B.C. how they are be holy 

(distinct/set apart) as God’s people.  Leviticus 19:2 puts it succinctly – “Be holy because 

I, the LORD your God, am holy.” 

 Remember: Leviticus is not a stand alone book.  It is #3 in a five volume book.  It 

picks up right where the book of Exodus left off.  Exodus was about God dramatically 

delivering his people and then leading them on their way to the Promised Land to live 

with and for him.  Exodus ended with God’s people at Mt. Sinai, having just received the 

Law and detailed instructions for the building of the Tabernacle, the symbolic emblem of 

God’s presence among them.  In chapter 40 the Tabernacle was completed and the glory 

of the Lord descended upon it.  The mighty, majestic God of Sinai had come to dwell 

among his people.  Leviticus is about the policies and procedures for this living 

arrangement. 

 Now, policies and procedures scare us.  We like to hear about grace.  You’ve 

hopefully noticed that the atmosphere around here is not restrictive and filled with rules.  

We work hard to deconstruct legalism.  Christianity is spelled DONE, not DO!  But I 
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think we could use some Leviticus, some talk about holiness for a while.  Not at all to 

balance out all the talk about grace.  We’ll keep talking about that, even in Leviticus.  But 

to fill out even more our understanding of grace.  I want us to see that the result of the 

Good News is good too.  In other words, God doesn’t just save us from something, but 

also for something.  And that something is not a reversion back to a life of striving.  It’s 

not an oppressive straightjacket that must be endured or worn with resentment or is just 

for the super-spiritual.  It’s the good life!  My main objective as we go through the book 

of Leviticus is just this: TO HELP YOU SEE THE BEAUTY OF HOLINESS. 

 I came across a quote from C.S. Lewis awhile back in his Letters to an American 

Lady that gets right at what I’m trying to say.  Lewis says: 

 

How little people know who think that holiness is dull.  When one meets 

the real thing (and perhaps, like you, I have met it only once) it is 

irresistible.  If even 10 percent of the world’s population had it, would not 

the whole world be converted and happy before the year’s end?
1
 

 

Holiness is not dull.  “When one meets the real thing… it is irresistible.”  True holiness is 

a beautiful thing.  It’s what your heart finds attractive in others and truly desires for 

yourself if you have the Holy Spirit living within you.  I recently came across a quote 

from Jonathan Edwards where he said – “Holiness… appeared to me to be of a sweet, 

pleasant, charming, serene, calm nature, which brought an inexpressible purity, 

brightness, peacefulness and ravishment to the soul.
2
 

 When we hear holiness or living holy life, we think of things like women wearing 

denim skirts that go to their ankles or having a test where your skirt has to go down 

longer than your hands at your side.  Let me tell you about what I think when I hear 

holiness (and what I want to make you think).  I think of a woman who is so secure in the 

fact that she has God’s attention because of Christ’s work for her that she doesn’t have to 

dress to get the attention of men and therefore dresses differently than the world.  Not 

frumpy – she has aesthetic tastes but she uses them to glorify the God of beauty and not 

to shore up her identity.  I’m thinking of guys who don’t run at the mouth and say vulgar 

things or make fun of people or complain to be cool not because they are goody two-

shoes, not because they’re following some rule, but because they are at ease in their own 

skin because of the gospel and want to use their tongues to glorify God and bless other 

people.  That kind of stuff.  Don’t you want to be like that? 

And a life of the opposite of holiness, while it promises happiness, is not really 

what you want.  It seems alluring and flashy, but it simply cannot deliver.  There was a 

revealing piece in the New York Times a couple years ago by a woman who had an extra-

marital affair and she describes the effects.  Towards the end of the article she looks at 

her parents’ marriage of 50 some years and says, “A few weeks or months of illicit 

passion could not hold a candle to it…  If you were 75, which would you rather have: 

years of steady if occasionally strained devotion, or something that looks a little bit like 

the Iraqi city of Fallujah, cratered with spent artillery?  From where I stand now, it all just 

looks like a cheap hotel room, whether you’re in that room to have an affair or to escape 

from the discovery of one.  And despite the sex and the excitement, or the drama and the 

fix of everyone’s empathetic attention, there is no view from this room that is worth 

having.”
3
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So is talking about sexual holiness a dull topic.  Does chastity have to be drab?  

No.  Here’s what I want to say: growing in holiness is growing in wholeness.  Holiness is 

healing.  Holiness is becoming healthy.  Who wouldn’t want that?  Holiness is not dull, 

but fascinating.  When you meet the real thing it is irresistible.  I want to be holy not so I 

can feel better than other people, but so that I can feel… better [adv.]; be more human, 

not less.  I want our church to be holy not because I want to control people, but because I 

love people.  That will be the big idea as we go through Leviticus. 

 But what about today… Leviticus chapter 1?  Here’s the thing (and we have to 

start here): you mess up every day at this.  You still struggle with not worrying about 

what people think of you.  Your record of sexual chastity is not perfect.  You even do 

your acts of holiness often out of a holier-than-thou mentality.  You’re not fully holy.  

How will you move forward?  How can you even begin to grow in living a holy life?  

Leviticus 1-7 spells out six different kinds of sacrifices that were to be offered in the 

Tabernacle.  Much of it is about our proper response of worship and sacrifice to God.  

But chapter one is about the burnt offering.  And the burnt offering is about reaffirming 

God’s delight in us.  It’s about knowing that even though he is holy and we are not, he is 

not going to consume us but rather he is satisfied.  In order to grow in holiness, you need 

to know that you and the holy God are good.  That’s what chapter one is about. 

So we’re going to look at it together.  And in short, what we’re going to see is just 

this: the Lord accepts into his presence with pleasure whoever comes by faith in 

Jesus. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Revelation 
 Let me make a real quick comment about verse one.  We call this book Leviticus 

because it has largely to do with the priests, who came from the tribe of Levi.  But the 

Hebrews actually let the first word of the book be the title.  The first word of this book is 

translated, “And he called…”  The “and” indicates this is just continuing the story from 

Exodus.  The verb “called” highlights the fact that what we’re reading is divine 

revelation, the words of the Lord from the Tent of Meeting to Moses to give to his 

people.  It’s God’s call; it’s God speaking. 

 We should take that seriously.  In other words, Leviticus is God-breathed.  These 

words aren’t just ancient history, outdated and irrelevant.  It’s not just about one culture’s 

religious system.  These words are God’s words and therefore “useful for teaching, 

rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2Tim. 3:16).  We have to make sure 

to understand them in the context of the whole of God’s Word now, but we can’t ignore 

them.  They are here for a reason.  We have the transcript of a call from God. 

 

The Burnt Offering 
“The Lord called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting.  He said, 

‘Speak to the Israelites and say to them: “When any of you brings an offering to the 

LORD, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock”’” (vv. 1-2).  So 

he’s talking about the procedures for presenting voluntary, personal offerings to the Lord 

at the Tabernacle.  The detail about picking animals from the herd or flock is there to say 
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that they shouldn’t be wild animals you hunt or dead animals you find; that is to say: they 

should cost you something. 

In the case of the burnt offering, which is what the rest of the chapter details, the 

whole animal was consumed by fire, burnt to ash.  Nothing was left.  Nothing was eaten, 

even.  Commentator Gordon Wenham gives us some perspective – “In the overfed West 

we can easily fail to realize what was involved in offering an unblemished animal in 

sacrifice.  Meat was a rare luxury in OT times for all but the very rich…  Yet even we 

might blanch if we saw a whole lamb or bull go up in smoke as a burnt offering.  How 

much greater pangs must a poor Israelite have felt.”
4
  We’ll talk more about this principle 

of costly sacrifice in weeks to come, but just notice here the seriousness of this scenario.  

It’s not a light or flippant thing.  This was something taken very seriously. 

What follows next are three sections describing the same thing, but with different 

animals used, and so three slightly different protocols.  The three options of animals are 

for three classes of people.  If you were wealthy you would use a cow.  If middle class, a 

lamb or goat.  If poor, then a pigeon.  What you used didn’t affect the efficacy of the 

sacrifice.  It was just a way to be inclusive.  This was costly for everyone, but yet still 

open to everyone.  It’s kind of cool, as one person put it, that “the poor worshiper has the 

same opportunity as the well-to-do both to express his full allegiance to Yahweh and to 

fulfill all obligations that require a [burnt] offering.”
5
 

 Now let’s just look at the first description for the animal from the herd (vv. 3-9) to 

see what this sacrifice meant.  What did it achieve?  What was it for?  There are more 

details in the first of three just because everything didn’t need to be repeated each time.  

Let’s look at those details to see what they tell us about the significance of the burnt 

offering. 

 First, we see that it had to be “a male without defect” (v. 3).  This points again to 

the costliness of the sacrifice.  You couldn’t just take your runts or diseased or sickly 

stuff which you needed to get rid of anyway (cf. Mal. 1:8).  But it also points to the purity 

of the animal being sacrificed – “without defect.”  It could symbolically represent 

perfection in the transaction that was going to take place. 

 The goal of this transaction was acceptability before the Lord – “so that it will be 

acceptable to the LORD” (v. 3).  This was something that was done to display that God 

accepted you.  How?  Because of your perfection?  Because you were so devoted?  No.  

The Israelites had just worshipped the Golden Calf, remember?  They were not a perfect 

people.  But God was setting up this system so that they could have him dwell among 

them and they could know they were acceptable to God. 

 The people were to come with their offerings to the Tabernacle.  They would 

enter on the east side and go past the privacy fence.  In the distance was the Tent of 

Meeting divided up between the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place.  That represented 

the very presence of God himself.  But between that and them was a large courtyard with 

a bronze altar (essentially a fire pit with grates) and a wash basin. 

 We read that the person bringing the bull or lamb or bird “is to lay his hand on the 

head of the burnt offering…” (v. 4).  The verb indicates he was to rest his weight on the 

animal’s head.  What’s that for?  Just to hold it while he slits the throat?  One OT scholar 

explains, “The act symbolized the transfer of sins from the worshiper to the animal.”
6
  

“He is to lay his hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it will be accepted on his 

behalf to make atonement for him” (v. 4).  There you go.  This sacrifice is a sacrifice of 
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atonement.  It showed that the sins of the worshipper were transferred to the unblemished 

animal and the animal died on his behalf to take away the sins so there could be 

atonement – at-one-ment, an unholy person one with a holy God, accepted. 

The priests were there to receive and assist, but the worshipper had to be the one 

“to slaughter the [animal] before the LORD” (v. 5).  Then the priests, the sons of Aaron 

would catch the blood, the symbol of the life, and sprinkle on the sides of the bronze 

altar.  The carcass would get skinned and butchered, entrails washed so no uncleanness 

was present and then “the priest [was] to burn all of it on the altar” (v. 9).  Nothing would 

be left.  The Bible says that our God is a consuming fire (Heb. 12:29).  That fire will 

either consume us, or a substitute.  And when it consumes the substitute there is nothing 

left, it’s all gone.  The Greek word used to translate this is the word we get holocaust 

from.  “It is a burnt offering, an offering made by fire, an aroma pleasing to the LORD” 

(v. 9).  God is appeased.  His righteous wrath is placated.  Satisfaction had been made. 

What a powerful picture this would have been.  And it was a regular one.  Exodus 

29:39-42 made clear that burnt offerings were to be made every morning and every 

evening in the Tabernacle.  They were also prescribed to be done in greater volume on 

special days like Sabbaths and Feast Days (cf. Num. 28-29).  And of course they could be 

done any time throughout the day as worshippers brought their offerings.  This would 

have been a busy, bloody place; a constant reminder that sin requires death, but that God 

was also pleased, satisfied, propitiated. 

 

The Sacrifice of Christ 
 Now, obviously we don’t do this today.  You didn’t bring a lamb to church, right?  

Why not?  Well because the Bible makes it clear that this system was set up for a 

particular time to point to Jesus, to prepare the way for him.  And Jesus’ sacrifice is the 

final and perfect fulfillment of all the burnt offering was supposed to signify.  1 Peter 

1:19 describes Jesus as “a lamb without blemish or defect.”  He was a male, in the prime 

of life.  And he along of all people was truly impeccable, without defect.  There were no 

moral blemishes on his record.  He had no sin.  But “God made him who had no sin to be 

sin for us” (2Cor. 5:21). 

If you put your faith in Jesus, if you lean all your weight on him, God credits your 

sin to his account.  And Jesus offered himself up entirely to God.  The full, fiery, fury of 

God’s wrath was utterly exhausted on Jesus on the cross, consumed to the last bit.  

Ephesians 5:2 says that “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering 

and sacrifice to God.”  That’s the language of Leviticus 1 – “an aroma pleasing to the 

Lord.”  Jesus was that pleasing aroma, the truly perfectly acceptable sacrifice.  God’s 

justice is satisfied.  Get that picture. 

And now get this: God doesn’t simply accept you, he takes pleasure in you.  He 

finds you sweet.  He is well-pleased.  “God presented [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement, 

through faith in his blood.  He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his 

forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished” (Rom. 3:25).  

“Because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to [really] take away sins” 

(Heb. 10:4).  But Jesus was able to fully expiate our sins so that we could be completely 

confident of the holy God’s love and delight.  If you are in Christ, then the holy God 

sings over you with delight. 
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Now what’s extra cool about this is that, as the book of Hebrews says, “Christ… 

offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins” (Heb. 10:12; ESV).  There is no need for 

more or repeated sacrifices.  One and done.  The burnt offerings at the Tabernacle had to 

happen morning and evening and when you read the OT you see hundreds of thousands 

of burnt offerings made through the years.  But through Jesus we are fully and finally 

atoned for.  Jesus is our once and for all burnt offering.  The Lord accepts into his 

presence with pleasure whoever comes by faith in Jesus. 

Our union with him is firm and final, unfluctuating.  Yet our communion with 

God can be up and down.  We do need continual reminders of this provision to maintain 

our fellowship.  This means regular confession of sins and claiming the sacrifice of 

Christ.  That’s why the great 19
th

 century Scottish minister Thomas Chalmers wrote, “Let 

the laying hold of Christ as my propitiation be the unvarying initial act of every 

morning.”
7
  We need to keep this fundamental reality ever before us.  Set alarms on your 

phone if you have to.  Always come back to the fact that Jesus was sacrificed for you; his 

justice is satisfied and he is pleased with you. 

This is the awareness we need to cultivate more and more in order to grow in 

holiness.  You can’t even begin to grow in holiness, the kind of holiness I described in 

the beginning, unless you know that you are good with God.  And he’s not just appeased, 

but pleased.  Without this steady awareness the call to holiness will just be a command to 

make bricks without straw.  If you don’t know a holy God’s intimacy, you won’t know 

how to be holy.  It will be fear driven. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
So the burnt offerings happened every morning and evening, but also in greater 

measure on special days.  We need special days, like Sundays, to be reminded of Christ’s 

sacrifice.  Commentator Gordon Wenham writes: 

 

Using a little imagination every reader of the OT soon realizes that these 

ancient sacrifices were very moving occasions.  They make modern 

church services seem tame and dull by comparison.  The ancient 

worshipper did not just listen to the minister and sing a few hymns.  He 

was actively involved in the worship.  He had to choose an unblemished 

animal from his own flock, bring it to the sanctuary, kill it and dismember 

it with his own hands, then watch it go up in smoke before his very eyes.  

He was convinced that something very significant was achieved through 

these acts and knew that his relationship with God was profoundly 

affected by this sacrifice.
8
 

 

Our services can appear tame compared to this.  But now listen to this description 

by another commentator, Allen Ross, and think about it in light of the Lord’s Table 

which we are about to eat: 

 

This dramatic act was an emotional experience – the animal died at the 

hand of the offerer, crumpled to the ground at the offerer’s feet.  

Perceptive worshippers knew, as later revelation confirmed, that it should 
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have been their blood that was shed and their bodies that lay lifeless 

before the altar.
9
 

 

 We have given to us today an equally dramatic practice that should be an 

emotional experience.  We hold in our hands the bread and wine, picturing to us the body 

and blood of Christ broken and shed for us.  He is not re-sacrificed here.  His sacrifice is 

unrepeatable and efficacious.  But as we ingest these elements we recognize that it should 

have been our bodies that were broken and our blood that was shed.  We deserve to be 

consumed by God’s wrath.  But we are not.  We are not!  “Because of the LORD’s great 

love we are not consumed” (Lam. 3:22).  God is fully pleased with us.  We have 

unfettered access to the Holy of Holies.  We can enjoy being enjoyed by God.  We can 

know his favor and speak to him as Father.  And from this place, and only from this 

place, we can change and grow in holiness. 

 We will never arrive fully at perfection until the day when Christ returns and 

completes our transformation.  So we confess: Lord, I’m not holy.  I want to grow in 

holiness, not so that you will be pleased with me, but because you are pleased with me.  

Remind me again today of your love… 

 

Benediction 
May you “be imitators of God… as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as 

Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” 

(Eph. 5:1-2). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 27, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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