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“The Character of God and the Sexual Prohibitions  

of the Mosaic Law” 

 

Leviticus 18:19-26 

Nick Wilson 

 

This morning we are continuing our series on homosexuality 

and the church. Where last week we discovered God’s good 

design for sexuality: fruitful oneness in the covenant of 

marriage, today we will be looking at the Levitical law. 

Exciting right? As many of you probably already know, 

Leviticus is a pretty strange book. It’s chalk full of strange 

ceremonial and dietary laws that are often hard to understand 

and harder to apply to Christian living today. 

 

Leviticus would be considered a little odd in its own right as an 

ANE law code – never mind that it’s part of our authoritative, 

inspired Scriptures! Let me remind us of II Tim. 3:16 

 

16
     

All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness; 

 17 so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for 

every good work. 

 

All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable. Keep in mind, 

when Paul wrote these verses, the NT had not been compiled 

yet. He was talking– primarily – about the Jewish Scriptures. 

He was talking about Leviticus 18. 

 

So how is Leviticus 18 profitable for Christians today when we 

are no longer required to abide by the Mosaic Law? Or to put it 

another way: if Christians are not required to obey Israelite 

laws that govern dietary, social, and ritual life, how are texts 

like this one in Leviticus profitable for training in 

righteousness? 

 

Questions like these are central to the debate over the Bible’s 

stance on homosexuality. If the Israelite law code in Leviticus 

is no longer binding for new covenant Christians, how can we 

appeal to texts in Leviticus to support our position against the 

practice of homosexuality? Wouldn’t we be guilty of just 

picking and choosing the verses that justify our position? 

 

Thesis: Though many might scoff at a religious argument made 

from Leviticus, it is, in fact, entirely legitimate to appeal to 

Leviticus 18 to support an exclusive, sexual ethic presented in 

Scripture. This law is not outdated or fulfilled by the coming of 

the new covenant. Rather laws relating to Israel’s moral, sexual 

purity are universally applicable today because they are 

grounded in purposes and character of God established at 

creation.  

 

[Slide 2] 

 

In light of this reality, Christians everywhere should pursue 

personally and advocate publically God’s universal design for 

moral purity.    

 

Let’s begin by providing some context for the book of 

Leviticus as a whole and this passage in particular. At this 

juncture in Biblical history the people of Israel have been 

brought out of Egypt where they had been enslaved for several 

hundred years. Now a free nation at Mt Sinai, God gives Moses 

instructions to govern how the people of Israel are to live in 

right relationship with God, right relationship with each other, 



 2

and in right relationship with the Land God had promised 

them. 

 

Leviticus is a bit of a strange book but it’s a very important one 

because it describes, in detail, how Israel was to be Israel. 

Being who they are would be difficult for one significant 

reason: God was their god. At this time in the ANE, every 

nation state had its own god or groups of gods. Israel was 

different. Their God is YHWH, the God of the universe. And 

the God of the universe is Holy. He’s perfect, clean, pure, set 

apart from the creation – totally other. He’s so holy, in fact, 

that the Bible says, that no one can see God’s face and live (Ex. 

33:20). 

 

If God were to reveal himself fully, it would be a death 

sentence to anyone in proximity. Where God is perfect in his 

holy nature, the people of Israel (and everyone for that matter) 

are not. They are impure and that’s a problem. 

 

How can a holy God dwell with an unholy people? Enter 

Leviticus. 

 

We often associate impurity with immorality; and while the 

two are connected, they are not interchangeable. According to 

Leviticus there are activities (usually associated with death or 

decay) that make someone ritually impure and activities 

associated with someone being morally impure (intentional and 

unintentional sin). 

 

In this way impurity is bigger than immorality. Impurity 

encompasses both moral and ritual impurity. But where moral 

impurity is inherently wrong and sinful, ritual impurity is not.  

 

Things like contracting certain illnesses, touching a dead 

animal, or even going to the bathroom would fall under the 

category of a ‘ritually impure’ act. This doesn’t mean that 

person has sinned, it just means they are impure and, 

consequently, cannot be near to God’s presence. Fortunately 

Leviticus prescribes ways in which one can move from a 

ritually impure to a ritually pure state. 

 

Moral impurity is much more serious. In some cases, the 

consequences required restitution with the wronged party and a 

sacrifice to the Lord. In other cases, it required the death 

penalty. Remember, holiness (both ritually and morally – 

individually and corporately) was central to Israel’s identity 

because the holy God of the universe was central to Israel’s 

identity. The stakes were high. If God were to dwell among 

them, he would not tolerate any impurity, especially moral 

impurity. 

 

Isn’t it amazing that we serve a God who clearly lays out where 

we stand with him? This was not common in the ANE. 

 

Our passage this morning falls in the section of Leviticus that 

addresses God’s standards for Israel’s moral purity – 

specifically sexual purity. 

 

With that said, let’s turn to the text: 

 [Read Lev. 18:19-26] 

 

I’ll start by addressing the verse that has to do with our series: 

verse 22. This is a pretty broad statement. There’s nothing in 

this verse that would indicate the author has a particular 

homosexual act in mind here. “Do not lie with a man as one 

with a woman.” These are pretty broad terms - broad terms for 
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a broad prohibition. Notice what’s assumed here. Men are 

supposed to lay with women. If this weren’t the case, the 

prohibition wouldn’t carry much wait. In a way, the ‘man-

woman’ language intentionally reaches back to creation, but 

more on that later. 

 

Bottom line: It’s pretty clear by the grammar of this verse, that 

the author is giving no indication that there is any appropriate 

context for same-sex sexual activity. 

 

Some might argue the point by saying that Israel didn’t have 

any category for consensual same-sex relationship as we do in 

our day because same-sex relationships involved violent crime 

and prostitution. This is unlikely for two reasons. 

 

1.)  A Mesopotamian omen (concerned with results rather than 

morality) prognosticates: “If a man has anal sex with a man of 

equal status—that man will be foremost among his brothers 

and colleagues.”
1
  

 

2.) Even if Moses wasn’t aware of the ‘kind of homosexuality’ 

practiced today, it doesn’t follow that the prohibition doesn’t 

include that (i.e. pornography). The verbiage is far too general 

to suggest otherwise. 

 

Second: verse 21 describing offering one’s child to Molech 

could refer to child sacrifice because there’s plenty of extra-

biblical evidence for the practice in this time period, but it 

                                                 
1
 John H Walton, Zondervan Illustrated Bible 

Backgrounds Commentary (Old Testament): Genesis, Exodus, 

Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy (vol. 1; Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2009), 311.  

more likely refers to offering one’s child as a temple prostitute 

for the god of Molech. 

 

Third: verse 19 is a prohibition against sexual intercourse 

during a woman’s menstrual cycle. What isn’t clear is precisely 

why this is prohibited. Given the importance of ritual purity 

laws we’ve already discussed, it’s most likely because of the 

association with blood as a bodily discharge, which would 

make one ritually unclean. The question I had was, “why is an 

instance of ritual impurity listed with these others?” Isn’t 

extramarital sex or prostitution worse than having sex during 

your wife’s menses? Furthermore, if this first prohibition is 

ritualistic and thus not timeless, how can we make the case that 

these other prohibitions are timeless? 

 

This leads to the fourth observation: notice the progression. 

There’s a progressive pattern here. Take note which boundaries 

are being violated in each subsequent verse. 

 

[Slide 3] 
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Ritual boundary => extramarital boundary => sans-marital 

boundary => gender boundary => species boundary 

 

The ritual boundary prohibiting the contact with menstrual 

blood is the very bottom rung on a ladder of sexual perversion. 

For this reason, the prohibition is not necessarily morally 

equivalent to the subsequent acts of marital infidelity and 

bestiality. In effect these verses don’t describe a bunch of 

sexually immoral acts lumped together but a downward spiral 

into sexual perversion instigated by a disregard for ritual 

impurity. 
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With that said, I think a very strong case can be made that 

when Leviticus prohibits men having sex with men it is not 

merely a culturally specific law, but a universal one. Notice 

again verse 24, “for by all these the nations… have become 

defiled.” The Canaanites, who weren’t given these specific 

instructions, were nonetheless held accountable for their sexual 

perversions. Why? Because sexual morality is not a unique 

standard for Israel – it’s a standard for all people because all 

people are made in the image of God, male and female. And all 

sexual activity is designed to be between one male and one 

female in the covenant of marriage. 

 

So here’s the bottom line about Leviticus 18:22, 20:13: These 

verses aren’t adding anything new to our discussion about 

homosexuality. These verses only re-affirm what was 

established about sex at creation. 

 

Keep in mind Israel has other ‘universal’ laws as well. By way 

of analogy, I’ll read Gen. 9:6 

 

 6 “Whoever sheds man’s blood, 

By man his blood shall be shed, 

For in the image of God 

He made man. 

 

What’s the 6
th

 commandment? “You shall not murder” 

  

Israel was not given this law against homosexual practice in 

order to maintain ritual purity, but to guard against grievous 

moral impurity – the very impurity that would one day lead to 

the destruction of Canaan.   

 

This law was not instituted because it was somehow nationally 

expedient for producing more offspring, but because it 

naturally consisted with God’s universal order for gender and 

sexuality.  

 

Because of this, the work of Christ does not somehow ‘fulfill’ 

this law the way the sacrificial system was fulfilled and ended. 

Abstaining from all sexual immorality – homosexuality 

included – is not optional to be in right relationship with God. 

The standards for sexuality are grounded in the eternal 

purposes of God, eternal character of God, the eternal holiness 

of God. 

 

So don’t be afraid to quote Leviticus when talking about 

modern issues. And when someone objects saying, “Well, 

you’re just picking an choosing; you’re interpreting it the way 

you want to justify your position.” You can say, “No. I’m not 

choosing. I’m not interpreting anything. The Bible interprets 

itself.” Point them right back to the Word. The New Testament 

isn’t silent about how Jesus fulfills the OT law. It tells us how 

we are to read Leviticus 18; it tells us how we are to read and 

interpret all the OT.   

 

Another common objection surrounding appeals to Leviticus 

goes something like this: “if you believe homosexuality is 

wrong from Leviticus, do you also think homosexuals should 

be killed for their sin?” The answer is a definitive ‘no.’ 

 

This objection is not really different than the ‘picking and 

choosing’ argument. The Bible, specifically the NT, is clear 

that the Mosaic judicial system was for those within the nation 

of Israel only and not for the world’s population. Furthermore, 
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this system was not to be adopted by the church. We are part of 

a new covenant in Christ’s blood. 

 

The stipulations that governed those in the Old Covenant are 

no longer binding for New Covenant Christians. The church 

maintains purity, not by executing judgment for sin, but 

through discipline. These are two very different things. 

 

We don’t execute judgment for each other’s sin because Jesus 

has already taken on the punishment for our sin on the cross. 

Judgment for our sin has already been executed and fully 

served, accepted by God at the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 

Discipline is designed for our good by revealing our sin to keep 

us from sinning more. A death penalty can’t do that. 

 

So no, I don’t think homosexuals should receive the death 

penalty either by the church or by the government because it’s 

not our place to judge the world in that way. 

 

BUT it is God’s place to judge the world in that way. Just 

because the church will not execute judgment for sin doesn’t 

mean God won’t. He will. He will judge you for your sin; and 

either that judgment will fall on you for eternity or it will fall 

on the cross. That difference will depend on you: whether you 

abandon your worldly passions and trust in Christ or continue 

in your sin. 

 

So there it is: the gospel in Leviticus 18! You see, the solution 

to the problem of a holy God in the midst of an unholy people 

is foreshadowed in Leviticus and fulfilled in Christ. Through 

his ministry, Jesus pronounces all foods clean (Mark 7:19), 

dies as our perfect sacrifice (Heb. 9:14), washes us from all 

impurity (Heb. 10:22), intercedes as our great high priest (Heb. 

4:14), and makes a way for all peoples to be made right with 

God (Matt. 28:19) 

 

In light of this glorious reality, we can look back on Leviticus 

and identify ceremonial laws that have been fulfilled by 

Christ’s sacrifice, civil laws that do not regulate community 

life in the New Covenant, and moral laws that are grounded in 

creation, re-affirmed in the NT, and are the universal standards 

by which God will judge the world.  

 

Though these categories are not perfect and do overlap in many 

ways, I still think they are a helpful and a fairly accurate 

portrayal of how the NT interprets the Levitical laws. 

 

[Slide 5] 

 

Take-Aways: 

• [6]Series Question: 

o “Is homosexuality a sin that needs to be 

repented of, forsaken, and forgiven, or, given 

the right context and commitment, can we 

consider same-sex sexual intimacy a blessing 

worth celebrating and solemnizing?”
2
 

o According to Leviticus 18, there is no right 

context for same-sex sexual intimacy. 

Homosexuality is a sin because it violates God’s 

moral, universal law established at creation 

                                                 
2
 Kevin DeYoung, What Does the Bible Really Teach 

about Homosexuality?, Crossway (Wheaton: 2015), 15. 
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• [7]Are Christians guilty ‘picking and choosing’ 

passages that fit their agenda in order to denounce 

homosexual practice?  

o No, Scripture (specifically the NT) already tells 

us how to interpret the Levitical law in light of 

the gospel. We are merely reading it in a way 

that’s consistent with the rest of Scripture 

• [8]Discover the holiness of God in Leviticus 

o Read Hebrews 5-10 

o Read through Leviticus 

o [9]As you read ask… 

� What does this law tell me about the 

character of God? 

� How is this law better understood in 

light of Christ’s person and work (no 

longer binding or amplified in the NT)? 

• [10]Pursue personally and advocate publically God’s 

universal design for sexuality 

 

 


