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Lesson 2 

Cleanliness Laws and Lepers 

Worship 

 

Read responsively these selected verses from Psalm 51. 

(These verses remind us that cleansing from sin can only come from our gracious God.)  

Leader: Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love;  

Group: according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  

L: Wash away all my iniquity  

G: and cleanse me from my sin.  

L: For I know my transgressions, 

G: and my sin is always before me.  

L: Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean;  

G: wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  

L: Hide your face from my sins  

G: and blot out all my iniquity.  

Introduction 

Leviticus chapters 11 to 15 instructed priests and the Israelites on what was “clean” and “unclean.” Being 

unclean was not a physical state, like having grimy fingernails. It was a ritual or ceremonial state under the 

Old Testament covenant. Being “ritually” or “ceremonially” unclean was a condition that reminded the 

Israelites that they lived in a fallen world and that all was not right between God and them.  

Think of diabetics who wear a special bracelet. The bracelet alerts others to their unique condition. Like it 

or not, the bracelet also constantly reminds diabetics of their health challenge. In the same way, God placed 

various restrictions on his people to identify them as a special people, different from the nations that lived 

around them. Like it or not, these restrictions were also a constant reminder to them that they were not 

spiritually whole.  

Although being unclean was not the same as being sinful, the Israelites could not approach God in an 

unclean state. Doing so would then make them guilty of sin. It was important that their uncleanness be kept 

as far away as possible from the tabernacle, which was the center of cleanness among the Israelites.  
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Studying God’s Word 

God’s Perfect Plan Ruined  

Read Genesis 3:16-19. 

 1. What three “categories” of life does God list as being affected by sin? 

 • Genesis 3:16 human relationships 

 • Genesis 3:17-19 Food 

 • Genesis 3:19 the body, health 

 2. Notice that these same three categories are addressed in Leviticus chapter 11 (food), chapter 12 (human 

relationships) and chapter 13 (the body, health)  

Clean and Unclean Animals  

Read Leviticus 11:44-47. 

 3. Read the list of clean and unclean animals below. As you examine this list, try to determine the criteria 

the Lord was using to decide which animals were to be considered clean and which animals would be 

unclean. 

  Mammals 

  Clean mammals chewed the cud and had a split hoof. These included such animals as oxen, sheep, 

goats, deer, gazelles, wild goats, antelopes, and mountain sheep. 

  Unclean mammals either did not chew a cud or did not have a split hoof. These included camels, 

rabbits, pigs, dogs, large and small cats, weasels, and rats. 

  Birds 

  Clean birds were those used for sacrifices and other non-predators, such as doves, pigeons, chickens, 

and quail. 

  Unclean birds were birds of prey or scavengers, such as eagles, vultures, red and black kites, ravens, 

horned and screech owls, gulls, any kind of hawk, storks, herons, and bats. 

  Reptiles 

  All reptiles were unclean. 

  Water Animals 

  Those that had fins and scales (fish) were clean. 

  Those that lacked fins and/or scales were unclean, including sharks, eels, crabs, shrimp, lobsters, and 

clams. 

  Insects 

  Clean insects had jointed legs for hopping, such as locusts, crickets, and grasshoppers. 

  Unclean insects included all those that walk on all fours and included insects with more than four legs, 

such as ants, flies, and spiders. 

Why? Potential health risks (trichinosis); Cultic rituals (Egyptians thought pigs were good luck) Symbolic 

Pig filth=sins; cud-chewers = meditate on the God’s Word.  Or: Random.  Teach them to look to the 

Word to distinguish good from evil.  Certainly: separated them from the nations around them.  

Becoming unclean wasn’t always a sin (e.g. touching a dead body) But approaching God in an unclean state 

was a sin.  Uncleanness was always on the minds of an Israelite (spider in clay pot = junk)  
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 4. Respond: Frank thinks that we should continue to observe the cleanliness laws regarding food. He 

reasons that if God commanded the Israelites to observe them, it would be good for us to follow them 

too. (e.g. the Biblio diet – no pork, shrimp, shellfish; more olive oil, milk and honey) cf. Matthew 

15:10-11; Acts 10:9-15; 1 Timothy 4:3,4; and Colossians 2:16,17. God’s Old Testament laws regarding 

food no longer apply to us. We are free to eat whatever we want.  However, we still want to be wise 

about our diet for the sake of our God-given bodies.  

The Water of Cleansing 

Read Numbers 19:2-6,9,17-21. 

 5. If an Israelite handled a dead body, he became unclean and needed to be sprinkled with the “water of 

cleansing.” How was this special water prepared? The water of cleansing was water mixed with the 

ashes of a red heifer, cedar wood, hyssop, and scarlet wool. (cf. Ps 51, “Cleanse me with hyssop and I 

will be clean).   

 6. Compare the section you just read with Hebrews 9:13,14. In what ways was the water of cleansing a 

sacred silhouette? Red heifers (not more than 2 white hairs) were very rare (9 from Moses to Jesus)  

Ashes from 1 lasted 300 years.  Jesus was more rare (unique) than a red heifer. His blood stretched 

over all time.  What parallels between ceremonial washing and baptism? (I’m not sure we 

appreciate how important such ceremonial/spiritual washing was to OT believers)  

Purification After Childbirth  

Uncleanness could come from external contact with certain things. But uncleanness could also come from 

within. For example, a person became unclean in the context of the sexual relationship and from skin 

diseases. Childbirth, although wonderful, also made the mother unclean.  

Read Leviticus 12:1-8. 

 7. What was a woman to do after the birth of a child? Boy – 7 days of seclusion; at 40 days purification in 

the temple. Girl 14 day and 80 days. A sin offering (purification) and a burnt offering (gratitude) Mary 

offered 2 doves. The birds in hand paled in comparison to the sacrifice of her son.  

 8. What lessons do you think God was teaching the people with these laws regarding purification from 

childbirth? Since the fall of Adam and Eve, sin infects everything, including newborn children 

(children and afterbirth come out looking ugly)  What insights does this law offer regarding the 

woman in Mark 5? Unclean for 12 years.(shame, depression)  Not allowed to touch a priest (fear) 

healing (joy, reclamation, spiritual cleansing) ,  

The Living Dead  

Read Leviticus 13:1-8,45,46. 

 9. What steps were to be taken when someone was found to have a skin aberration?  The individual was 

brought to the priest for inspection. These were the main questions the priest had to ask: Is the infection 

more than skin deep? Is there raw flesh? Is the infection spreading? Depending on the answers to the 

questions, the priest either pronounced the person clean or determined that he had to be quarantined by 

being separated from the community. A “leper”: • had to reside outside the camp and could not live 

with his family or worship at the sanctuary. • had to wear torn clothes and keep his hair disheveled, 

which was a sign of mourning. • had to cover his upper lip. • had to cry “unclean” when a clean person 

came near and could never touch a clean person. In effect, a leper was “dead” while alive 

10. What spiritual reality was God portraying by the way lepers were to be treated? (See Ephesians 2:1.) 
Just as a leper was “dead” while alive, so we, by nature, are spiritually dead to God even though we 

may be physically alive. 

11. What steps did a leper have to go through before he would be accepted back into camp? God laid out 

an elaborate ritual for cured lepers, which included various types of sacrifices, washings, and various 

purification rituals. 
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12. According to Leviticus 15, sexual intercourse between a husband and wife made them both temporarily 

unclean.  Why would God make such a law?  Because God considered sex to be “dirty”?  No! Sex is 

a beautiful gift from God inside of marriage.  Yet, he was vaccinating his people vs the religious 

practices of the heathen around them, who regarded semen as a supernatural substance and engaged in 

sextual intercourse as part of the pagan rituals.  

 

13.  Put yourself in the sandals of an Israelite living under these cleanliness laws.  What impact would these 

laws have on your life?  How would your life be different than it is today? They would underscore our 

spiritual depravity.  They would illustrate Isaiah 64:6, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, 

and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags”  There would be a stronger connection between my 

physical and spiritual health.  It would deepen my appreciation for spiritual cleansing (sacraments)  

Summary 

The laws God gave his Old Testament people were all encompassing, as illustrated by the cleanliness laws. 

They touched every area of life for the Jews and taught them that life itself is filled with uncleanness that 

only Christ can wipe off.  

It is common for Christians to say, “My faith is the most important part of my life.” God did not permit his 

Old Testament people to view their religion as merely one part of their lives. All of life—from birth to 

death, from the bedroom to the harvest fields—was to be lived under God. It was all spiritual! This is the 

very same attitude we are encouraged to embrace in 1 Corinthians 10:31 where we are told, “Whether you 

eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” 

 


