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Text 
The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Say to the Israelites: 'A woman who becomes pregnant and gives birth to a 

son will be ceremonially unclean for seven days, just as she is unclean during her monthly period. 3 On the 

eighth day the boy is to be circumcised. 4 Then the woman must wait thirty-three days to be purified from 

her bleeding. She must not touch anything sacred or go to the sanctuary until the days of her purification 

are over. 5 If she gives birth to a daughter, for two weeks the woman will be unclean, as during her period. 

Then she must wait sixty-six days to be purified from her bleeding. 6 "'When the days of her purification for 

a son or daughter are over, she is to bring to the priest at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting a year-old 

lamb for a burnt offering and a young pigeon or a dove for a sin offering. 7 He shall offer them before the 

LORD to make atonement for her, and then she will be ceremonially clean from her flow of blood. "'These 

are the regulations for the woman who gives birth to a boy or a girl. 8 If she cannot afford a lamb, she is to 

bring two doves or two young pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering. In this way 

the priest will make atonement for her, and she will be clean.'" 

 

Introduction 
Welcome to Immanuel!  We here believe that the Bible is God’s Word.  All of it.  

And so we plow through the parts that are obscure or even uncomfortable or maybe that 

we don’t completely understand.  We’ve been going through Leviticus for ten weeks now 

and it’s had some scenes that make some people feel squeamish – lots of slaughtering 

animals and smearing blood.  But starting today we get into the parts that are rather gross 

or personal – emissions and oozing sores and boils with a white hair sticking out of them.  

So some of you may at times feel uncomfortable, like you’re back in 7
th

 grade Health 

Class turning red. 

For me, I sometimes like gross things.  Recently at the dinner table the 

conversation with the kids turned to bodily functions.  Giggles abounded as we discussed 

ear wax, puke, mucous, and the different synonyms for passing gas that we will allow to 

be used in our family.  Then I remembered something that I read in a book earlier that 

day and said, “Oh, oh… wait let me get something.”  I ran upstairs and got my book and 

came down and read this to them: 

 

Ajith Fernando, a Sri Lankan evangelist, communicates the 

[theological] idea of substitutionary atonement to his listeners by using an 

illustration: 

Have you ever had an infected wound or sore?  When you open it, 

what comes rolling out?  Pus.  And what is that?  It is basically the 
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collective corpses of white blood cells fighting the infection that have died 

so that you may live.  Do you see?  Substitutionary salvation is in your 

very blood.
1
 

 

There’s an example of how you parents can turn ‘everyday talk’ to the things of God and 

the gospel. 

 But how are we going to do that today with this?  We are getting into a part of 

Leviticus that has some awkward, uncomfortable realities of life in it.  Today it’s about 

childbirth and the vaginal bleeding that follows it for women.  What am I doing talking 

about this?  Well I’ve been married for over 10 years now.  I have attended the births of 

my three children, and I have been doing some research – watching a few episodes of the 

new BBC series Call the Midwife with Andrea this week.  All for sermon prep, of course. 

 So we’ll go through it, trying to understand what it means and also why it matters.  

In short, what we’re going to see today from this part of Scripture is just this: it’s good to 

be reminded that the Lord is perfectly pure and we, in ourselves, are not. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Clean & Unclean 
 Let me remind you that Leviticus comes after Exodus.  Exodus is about the 

LORD redeeming his people from Egypt and having them construct a Tabernacle to 

symbolically represent his holy presence among them.  Exodus ends with the LORD 

coming to dwell in the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle. 

Now let me recap Leviticus so far very quickly for you.  Leviticus begins with the 

LORD speaking to Moses out of the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle.  In chs. 1-7 the 

LORD is spelling out the different kinds of sacrifices that were to be offered to him at the 

Tabernacle.  Then chs. 8-10 tell of the priests and their performance (or lack thereof) of 

these different kinds of sacrifices at the Tabernacle.  And in 10:10 the LORD says to the 

priests, “You must distinguish between the holy and the common, between the unclean 

and the clean.” 

 Starting last week with ch. 11 we began a new section of Leviticus that has 

detailed guidelines given for the priests to use in distinguishing between holy and 

common, unclean and clean.  Last week was about clean and unclean food.  Today is 

about the uncleanness surrounding childbirth.  Next week will be about infections and 

how to tell when something infected is clean or unclean.  Then ch. 15 is about discharges 

that make one unclean and how to be made clean again from them.  Chs. 11-15 are all 

about the distinction between clean and unclean. 

 Now it’s important to understand these concepts of holy and unholy, and clean 

and unclean.  In this system that God set up he wanted to demonstrate his utter holiness, 

set apartness.  That’s first and foremost what it’s about.  The LORD God is completely 

and totally pure.  Perfect with no asterisk.  You’ve never met anything in this world that 

is truly pure.  In a ‘perfect’ game in baseball you can still throw a ball.  ‘Pure’ gold isn’t 

really pure.  The Wohlwill process is an industrial-scale chemical procedure used to 

refine gold to the highest degree of purity (99.999%).  Nothing in this world is perfectly 

pure.  But God is.  1 John 1:5 – “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.”  

Absolutely zero imperfections or blemishes.  The Tabernacle was an imperfect system 
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designed to somehow signify that the LORD is holy and anything that was to be allowed 

in his presence had to be somehow made holy. 

Whatever was not holy was considered common.  The holy and the common.  

Now common had two subcategories: clean and unclean.  As one OT expert explains, 

“The normal state or condition of most people and things was clean; what was clean 

could be elevated to holy through sacrificial ritual, but it could also be degraded to 

unclean by pollution or sinfulness.  [So…] something that was unclean could be made 

clean by purification, and then what was clean needed the blood ritual to make it holy.”
2
  

As another person has put it – “The clean is not necessarily holy, but the holy is always 

clean.”
3
 

 So for a visual aide, think of the stage up here as holy.  Down there is common.  

For the common to come up to the holy there has to be a ritual process of sanctification.  

But within the realm of the common there is also the clean and the unclean.  So let’s say 

the chairs represent that which is clean and ready to possibly come up.  The bathrooms, 

let’s say, represent unclean.  You can’t just come straight from the bathroom to the stage.  

There first must be a process of cleansing.  Then once you’re clean, you can go through 

the process to be made holy. 

Does that make sense?  The holy and the common; the unclean and the clean.  

The LORD set up this system to highlight how utterly unique and amazing he is and the 

fact that there is a gap, a distinction between him and us.  The God of the Bible is 

supremely holy, altogether other, grand, glorious, splendid, marvelous… perfectly pure.  

And we are separated from him.  These are fundamental categories we must get. 

 Now here’s something else that’s important to understand.  Unclean is not 

necessarily sinful.  We are separated from God by our sin, but also just by right of being 

creatures living in a fallen world.  Unclean doesn’t have to mean bad or be negative.  It 

does preclude someone from coming into the Tabernacle, but we must realize that 

“unclean does not necessarily mean sinful or loathsome.”
4
  Sometimes uncleanness is 

associated with moral sin and it can be used as a metaphor for that sometimes, but last 

week’s topic and today’s situation break the automatic connection.  Eating pork is not 

inherently evil, that’s why we can eat it today.  And the subject matter of today – having 

a baby – is not morally or ethically wrong.  In fact, quite the opposite.  It’s good and 

rightly celebrated.  God commanded us to be fruitful and multiply and he blesses us with 

children. 

So the clean/unclean distinctions don’t always run right along moral lines.  

Touching a dead body is another example; it’s good to bury your family members, but it 

makes you ritually unclean.  These distinctions are just part of a particular system set up 

for a particular people in a particular time and place to show them something of this 

deeper, transcendent reality: the Lord is perfectly pure and we, in ourselves, are not.  

We have to keep bumping up against this reality.  As a result of living in a fallen world as 

a finite creature I have to come to grips with the fact that I’m flawed and feeble.  I’m not 

all that.  God is.  That’s what this is particularly about today. 

 

Uncleanness after Childbirth 

 So let’s walk through this text together.  “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Say to the 

Israelites: “A woman who becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son will be ceremonially 

unclean for seven days.”  The NIV adds the word ‘ceremonially’ in front of unclean to 
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remind us that this is referring to ritual impurity – not able to go into the Tabernacle.  It’s 

not a wicked or shameful thing to get pregnant or give birth.  That’s part of God’s good 

design.  Since last December we’ve had three births in our church.  From August to 

December of this year we will have six women in our church give birth!  That’s a 

wonderful thing.  “We should not consider the act of giving birth to be in any case a 

sinful act.”
5
  Nowhere here is the woman said to seek forgiveness for this. 

 So why would the LORD say that when a woman gives birth to a son she would 

be ceremonially unclean for seven days?  If we read on the next phrase gives us some 

clarity – “…just as she is unclean during her monthly period.”  So the uncleanness 

doesn’t come from pregnancy or childbirth, per se, but from the flow of blood that 

follows childbirth.  After having a baby a woman can pass large clots of blood even up to 

several weeks later.  Okay, what this does is it takes the problem away from childbirth 

and puts it on the fact that women have vaginal bleeding – after childbirth and on average 

once a month in between childbirths.  It’s that bleeding that makes them unclean.  [Oh 

boy, this is not getting any easier] 

 So why would vaginal bleeding and menstruation be considered unclean?  It has 

to do with blood.  Blood was considered the life of a person.  Life was in the blood (cf. 

Lev. 17:11).  When blood was outside of the body, that was associated with death.  

Genesis (the book before Exodus) tells us that God made us to live in perfection and 

bliss, in his presence.  Death is a result of the Fall, when the first humans led the race in 

rebellion against God.  Right after the original sin of Adam and Eve we read in Genesis 4 

of the first death.  Cain kills his brother Abel.  And it says the blood cries out from the 

ground.  Something’s wrong.  Blood is outside of the body.  This is not the picture of 

perfect bliss and vibrant life.  This is pain.  This is a fallen world.  Blood belongs 

coursing through the veins. 

 Now, when a woman bleeds it is not a sin.  There is no guilt.  But it is a reminder 

of sin.  It is a picture of the brokenness of the blood stained world resulting from Adam’s 

guilt.  The cramps and pain hearken back to the curse God placed on the woman at the 

Fall – pain in childbearing (Gen. 3:16).  Who knows; maybe without the Fall childbirth 

would have been not only a painless but also a bloodless process?  That doesn’t really 

matter.  The point is that blood spoke of death, it conjured up associations with the 

absence of life, and that rendered you unfit to be in the presence of the living God. 

 But that’s not fair!  First off, just remember that men also have similar issues with 

nocturnal emissions which we’ll talk about in ch. 15 [yippee!].  But just think with me for 

a little bit about the blessing of uncleanness.  It’s good to be reminded that the Lord is 

perfectly pure and we, in ourselves, are not.  And women have a built in, regular 

mechanism to remind them of this.  A woman should not feel guilty or ashamed at all that 

this is part of her life.  But I think all women would agree that they are not at their best 

during this time.  It’s a hassle.  There are hormonal fluctuations related to it.  It doesn’t 

necessarily make you feel attractive.  And many resent or resist this and try to control it 

or regulate it.  There are all kinds of feminine hygiene products and sanitary supplies on 

the market to eliminate the inconveniences or odors and make you feel fresh… clean.  

There are even birth control pills available that can allow you to time and all but 

eliminate your cycle so you have a period just once a year. 

 What is this?  It’s the human impulse to, on our own, eliminate all reminders of 

our weakness and unfitness.  We have perceptions of perfection – super-models and super 
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moms – and these pictures plastered on Playboy or Good Housekeeping never include 

bloody discharges.  Right?  There’s a subconscious sense that, though not necessarily 

wrong or sinful, it still throws in your face your mortality, your weakness, your 

limitations.  We’re just simply not divine.  We’re finite and because of sin we hate that 

fact.  We resist recognizing that. 

 So what’s this all about?  It’s about recognizing and coming to grips with our 

weakness as fallen humans.  Not necessarily sin – having a baby is not evil (quite the 

opposite); having a period is not immoral.  But weakness.  We’re not perfectly pure.  We 

have faults and blemishes.  We smell and sleep and bleed and have limitations.  We’re 

not glorious specimens of humanity, no matter how hard we try or pretend.  And it’s good 

to know this. 

 Probably no other author has had as much of an impact on me and my relationship 

with God as J.I. Packer.  Packer is now 86 years old and his body is wearing out.  He has 

just written a new book titled Weakness is the Way.  In a video trailer that features his 

frail body Packer says, “God does not allow us to stay with the idea that we are strong.  

Oh we may have that idea, but the Lord is going to disabuse us one way or another and it 

will be good for us and it will give glory to him when he does so.”  The book is based on 

Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 12 – “Lest I should be puffed up because of the abundance 

of revelations that God had given me I was given a thorn in the flesh.  The Lord spoke to 

me and this is what he said, ‘My strength is made perfect in your weakness.’”
6
 

 The type of ceremonial uncleanness we’re looking at today was meant to remind 

women in particular, but all of us really, that we’re weak, imperfect.  We can’t, on our 

own, stand toe to toe with God.  It’s a preposterous thought.  Simply by being part of life 

in this fallen world we are light-years away from perfect.  And God is absolute 

perfection.  We need grace.  We can’t stand on our own.  We need purification and then 

the blood of another to cleanse us.  We have to stand before God in the merits and 

strength of someone else – the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Purification after Childbirth 

I’ll keep developing that, but let’s move on through the text.  “On the eighth day 

the boy is to be circumcised.”  So the new mother is unclean for seven days, which means 

anything she touches becomes unclean also.  But on the eighth day she is no longer 

contagious.  She is able to attend the circumcision of her son on the eighth day as 

mandated by the Law (cf. Gen. 17:12).  “Then the woman must wait thirty-three days to 

be purified from her bleeding.  She must not touch anything sacred or go to the sanctuary 

until the days of her purification are over.”  So the total time, for a boy, was forty days.  

Forty days away from the Tabernacle, reminded of her natural separation from God while 

all the blood dried up. 

Now “if she gives birth to a daughter, for two weeks [not just seven days] the 

woman will be unclean, as during her period.  Then she must wait sixty-six days to be 

purified from her bleeding [not just thirty-three as in the case of a male child].”  Whoa, 

whoa, whoa.  I knew this book was a misogynist book.  It is a bit bizarre, but let’s not be 

so quick to judge it.  First off, the whole section assumes that women are part of the 

community.  The very fact that there is legislation addressing them dignifies them.  A 

stipulation is made to allow the mother to be at the circumcision ceremony of her son. 
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And the period of purification from the uncleanness is capped off with a trip to 

the Tabernacle and the woman herself presenting an offering.  “When the days of her 

purification for a son or a daughter are over, she is to bring to the priest at the entrance to 

the Tent of Meeting a year-old lamb for a burnt offering and a young pigeon or a dove for 

a sin offering.  He shall offer them before the LORD to make atonement for her [to cover 

unintentional sins committed during her time away], and then she will be ceremonially 

clean from her flow of blood.”  Back to the regular rhythm as part of God’s people. 

Plus, notice that “the sacrifices for male and female infant[s] are identical.  This 

observation,” says one commentator, “supports the view that the male and female infants 

as well as the male and female adults were considered equal in value before God.”
7
  The 

Bible is clear that men and women are both equally human and have equal value and 

worth.  The Bible is also equally clear that men and women are not the same.  The 

genders are not interchangeable.  There is a difference and we can’t pretend that a woman 

is just like a man or vice versa.  Completely and totally equal in value and dignity but not 

interchangeable – that’s what the Bible teaches all over.  And we can see it even here in 

Leviticus.  Women are not less than or greater than men, but they are different, distinct. 

So why would there be a different length of time required for the mom after girl 

babies than boy babies?  Nobody knows for sure.  I found no less than a dozen different 

possibilities and suggestions as I was studying this passage.  The two that I think have the 

most probability are these: (1) it simply takes longer for the flow of blood to stop after 

the birth of a girl than after the birth of a boy.  There is even some modern medical 

evidence to support this.
8
  Whether it’s scientifically demonstrable or not, I don’t know, 

but maybe that was the perception at the time.  (2) Another option is that this doubled 

time anticipates or includes the vaginal bleeding of the baby girl… in the future… or in 

the present.  This is probably TMI for some of you, but newborn baby girls have the 

mother’s hormones in them and can actually have some vaginal bleeding as newborn 

infants.  Maybe that’s it.  We’re not totally sure. 

 Finally, notice the provision made for poor people in v. 8 – “If she cannot afford a 

lamb, she is to bring two doves or two young pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the 

other for a sin offering.  In this way the priest will make atonement for her, and she will 

be clean.”  There’s a final note of grace here.  The Lord is perfectly pure and we, in 

ourselves, are not, but he desires for us to come to him, he desires to make a way.  And 

he has made a way. 

 

Jesus 
 Our God is compassionate.  Psalm 103:13-14 says, “As a father has compassion 

on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how 

we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.”  This last verse with the provision for the 

poor reminds me of a story in the NT, it’s in Luke 2 and it’s the story of one poor 

Israelite family.  It says, “On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise [their baby 

son], he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he had been 

conceived.  [And] when the time of their purification according to the Law of Moses had 

been completed, Joseph and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord… 

and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: ‘a pair of 

doves or two young pigeons’” (Lk. 2:21, 22, 24). 
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 Jesus’ came into a family that couldn’t afford a lamb.  Jesus came as a poor 

person.  He entered into our plight.  He understands.  He took upon himself our 

uncleanness as he had physical contact with people like the woman who had the flow of 

blood for twelve years (cf. Mk. 5:24ff).  Jesus assumed our frail flesh and came into our 

weakness and carried our diseases and has conquered death.  Now through his 

resurrection and ascension he has taken our very flesh, glorified, into the presence of the 

perfectly pure God.  And Christ will return someday to remake us and bring us fully and 

finally into the Lord’s presence.  For now, though, it is good to be reminded of our 

weaknesses so we never think we’re all that, but always, always, always look to Christ as 

our purification and perfection. 

 It’s okay to admit you are weak.  It’s necessary.  That’s why God gave the 

unclean laws, some of which covered things that weren’t even sin, but just part of being 

human in a fallen world.  We must stop insisting that we are strong and put together and 

trying everything to mask our imperfections.  My nostrils are not symmetrical and 

Photoshop will not change that.  Your physical shape will change as you age and after 

you have kids.  It’s inevitable.  That mole is not a beauty mark.  That chronic illness 

cannot be ignored.  The bathroom stinks after you walk out and your breath smells in the 

morning.  Your birth defect is a defect.  The sooner you realize and the more you accept 

that you are broken, that there is not one part of your person that is not affected by being 

a finite being living in a fallen world and that at no point can you impress God, the better.  

It’s good to be reminded that the Lord is perfectly pure and we, in ourselves, are 

not.  This is the perspective we need. 

 But notice the phrase ‘in ourselves’.  We can’t waltz into God’s presence ‘on our 

own.’  We don’t have a right because of our pedigree, our religious education, our 

personality, our looks, etc…  We aren’t fit.  But Jesus is.  Jesus can.  He is in all ways 

perfect. “Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord’” (1Cor. 1:31).  

He is our confidence.  And through him we have confidence indeed to “approach the 

throne of grace… so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of 

need” (Heb. 4:16).  If you are in Jesus, the holiness of God is not diminished in the least 

and yet you with all your goofiness, you are welcomed at all times into God’s presence. 

Now of course, our problem is ultimately deeper than the fact that we are weak or 

goofy.  We are sinners.  We are morally guilty.  We are evil.  And God’s eyes are too 

pure to look on evil; he cannot tolerate wrong (Hab. 1:13).  As a metaphor for our sin, 

Isaiah 64:6 uses the image of menstruation – “All of us have become like one who is 

unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags [bloody menstrual cloths].”  Even 

our best deeds are so tainted with sin they leave us condemned and excluded.  We, on our 

own, have no possibility of standing before the holy God, the source of LIFE.  We 

deserve death.  But he has sent Jesus.  “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, 

through faith in his blood.”  His blood has the power to purify us from all sin (1Jn. 1:7).  

He was the one and only perfect human being.  And if you are joined to him by faith you 

can “have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus” (Heb. 10:19), 

even when you have cirrhosis of the liver from alcoholism. 

 And not just confidence now that you are accepted, but confidence for the future, 

a sure hope.  The unclean/clean laws don’t apply directly to church today.  You can come 

to church if you’ve just had a baby or are on your period.  Church is very different than 

the Tabernacle.  The Tabernacle was a copy of a heavenly reality that is very much real 
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and very much still remains – God in his heavenly dwelling.  And the Bible speaks of a 

day when heaven and earth shall be one.  The last two chapters of the Bible speak of a 

city where there is no Tabernacle or Temple “because the Lord God Almighty and the 

Lamb are its temple” (Rev. 21:22).  The streets are of pure gold.  And it says that 

“nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or 

deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (Rev. 

21:27). 

 No disease.  No corruption.  No illness.  No bodily defects.  No cancer.  No 

cerebral palsy.  No PMS.  No bloodshed.  Nothing impure will be able to be there.  How 

can you be there?  If your name is written in the Lamb’s book of life.  If you have washed 

[your] robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14).  Then when 

Christ returns you will be glorified, raised imperishable, changed.  “For the perishable 

must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.  When the 

perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then 

the saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory’” 

(1Cor. 15:53-54).  You.  In the perfectly pure God’s presence.  Because of Jesus. 

 

Conclusion 

My prayer for today is that any who didn’t know Jesus before coming here today 

would give up the strong woman or tough guy act and look to him as her or his Savior.  

And then that people would be okay with being weak and imperfect.  For women to not 

resent that they have a monthly period.  For men to give up machismo.  For us all to 

accept that at our best we will never be good enough and rest joyfully in the purity and 

strength of Christ given to us by grace.  A collective exhale of relaxation.  And worship 

of God for his holiness and his way of bringing us unclean, common, sinful people into it 

forever. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Come as you are to Jesus… 

 

Benediction 
May you boast all the more gladly about your weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may 

rest on you.  For Christ’s sake, delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in 

persecutions, in difficulties.  For when you are weak, then you are strong. (2Cor. 12:9-10) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 28, 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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