
Purity Laws in the Bible 
Holiness, Clean and Unclean 

Holiness in Scripture extends beyond moral integrity; it signifies a state of being set apart 

for God. The Bible describes God’s holiness as absolute purity and unparalleled power. It is 

not merely one of His attributes but the essence of His being—utterly distinct, infinitely per-

fect, and radiant in glory. 

God’s holiness is both awe-inspiring and dangerous because it cannot coexist with impurity. 

Anything unclean that enters His presence risks being consumed (Hebrews 12:29). This is 

why the purity laws were central to Israel’s existence—they established boundaries between 

the holy and the common, the clean and the unclean. These laws were not arbitrary but 

served as tangible expressions of spiritual realities, teaching Israel how to dwell in God’s 

presence in a state of purity. 

Holiness was not only a status but an ongoing process. It required continual purification, 

vigilance, and obedience. The Israelites were called to embody holiness in every aspect of 

their lives, including their worship, diet, social interactions, and ethical conduct. The empha-

sis on purity was a constant reminder that they were a people set apart for a divine purpose. 

Clean and Unclean: The System of Purity 
In the biblical worldview, purity was not solely about hygiene but about one’s fitness to ap-

proach God. The distinction between clean and unclean was not necessarily about sin but 

about the symbolic proximity to death and disorder, which stood in opposition to the life-

giving nature of God. Ritual impurity could result from contact with death, disease, or bodily 

fluids—conditions that, while not inherently sinful, required purification before one could 

enter God’s presence. 

Unclean things represented disorder and mortality, while clean things symbolized life and 

wholeness, making them fit to be near God. Contact with a corpse, for instance, necessitated 

purification because it represented separation from the living God (Numbers 19:11-12). Sim-

ilarly, skin diseases and molds, which spread and corrupted, were considered impure (Levit-

icus 13:1-8). Bodily discharges, such as menstruation or seminal emissions, resulted in tem-

porary impurity as they involved the loss of life-giving substances (Leviticus 15:16-33). Even 

certain animals were deemed unclean based on their deviation from natural patterns—land 

animals without split hooves and cud-chewing, or sea creatures lacking fins and scales (Le-

viticus 11:1-12). 

The distinction between clean and unclean was deeply connected to the contrast between life 

and death, order and chaos. God is the source of life and perfect order, while impurity sym-

bolized the encroachment of death and disorder into His creation. This is why unclean things 



were often associated with death, disease, or bodily emissions—each represented a loss of life 

or wholeness. 

The wilderness played a central role in this system. It was the place of exile, where unclean-

ness and sin were cast away from the community. This is why, on the Day of Atonement, the 

scapegoat that bore the sins of Israel was not sacrificed in the Tabernacle but was driven into 

the wilderness (Leviticus 16:10). The wilderness represented separation from God’s life-giv-

ing presence, reinforcing that uncleanness could not remain within the camp where God 

dwelled. 

The role of the priest was essential in upholding purity. Not only did priests perform sacri-

fices, but they also educated the people on maintaining a state of cleanliness. Leviticus 10:9-

11 affirms this duty: 

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

and you must teach the Israelites all the decrees the LORD has given them through Moses.” 

Leviticus 15:31 underscores the gravity of impurity: 

“You must keep the Israelites separate from things that make them unclean, so they will not 

die in their uncleanness for defiling my dwelling place, which is among them.” 

Uncleanness was not just an individual issue—it had corporate and cumulative consequences 

for Israel. If left unchecked, impurity could spread throughout the community, ultimately 

threatening God’s presence among His people. 

If impurity built up within Israel and was not regularly cleansed through sacrifices and pu-

rification rites, it could lead to God’s presence departing from the people, just as He eventu-

ally abandoned the Temple due to Israel’s accumulated sin (Ezekiel 10:18-19). 

This explains why maintaining purity was not just an individual responsibility but a com-

munal one—if Israel did not uphold holiness, they would lose the very presence of God, which 

was their source of life. 

The sacrificial system was central to maintaining Israel’s purity. While water was used to 

remove ritual impurity, blood was the means of atonement. Leviticus 17:11 states: 

"For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to make atone-

ment for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life." 

Different types of sacrifices emphasized different aspects of purification: 

• Sin Offerings cleansed the worshipper from impurity. 

• Burnt Offerings symbolized full consecration to God. 

• Fellowship Offerings restored communion with God through a sacred meal. 



Each sacrifice played a role in reversing the movement of impurity, drawing the worshipper 

closer to God. The combination of water and blood as cleansing agents pointed to Christ, 

whose death permanently purified believers: 

"This is the one who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ; he did not come by water only, 

but by water and blood." (1 John 5:6) 

Just as blood cleansed the earthly Tabernacle, Christ’s blood cleanses the heavenly sanctuary 

and all who trust in Him (Hebrews 9:23-26). 

The entire sacrificial system was designed to maintain Israel’s ritual purity, ensuring that 

they could dwell in God’s presence. The closer one was to the sacred space of the Tabernacle 

(or later, the Temple), the higher the standard of purity required. The priests safeguarded 

this holiness by performing sacrifices and maintaining the sanctity of sacred spaces. Ulti-

mately, the goal of these laws was not merely to uphold ritual purity but to bring life where 

there was death and order where there was chaos.  

 

God’s ultimate intention was for Israel to become a holy nation, His treasured possession, 

experiencing deep fellowship with Him. However, this holiness was never meant to be re-

stricted to Israel alone. From the outset, God’s plan was that His holiness would extend to 

the nations. As Israel upheld purity and lived out the covenant, it was to serve as a beacon 

to the world, revealing God’s holiness and inviting others into His presence. This outward 

expansion of holiness was always part of God’s redemptive design (Isaiah 49:6). 

In the biblical system of purity, everything fell into one of four categories: 



• Holy – Things or people that were set apart for God’s exclusive use. The closer something 

was to God’s presence, the greater the degree of holiness required. 

• Clean – The normal state of Israelites within the covenant, making them fit to participate 

in worship. They were not yet holy but could become holy through consecration. 

• Common – Everything that was not holy. The common could be either clean or unclean. 

• Unclean – Things that could not approach God’s presence without purification. 

Sanctification could elevate the clean into the holy, but impurity could defile the clean, mak-

ing it unclean. The unclean and the holy were entirely incompatible—if they came into con-

tact, the result was either purification or destruction. This structure helped Israel under-

stand that God’s holiness demanded both separation and transformation. 

The Day of Atonement: Cleansing the People and 
the Land 
The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) was the pinnacle of Israel’s sacrificial system (Leviticus 

16), the most sacred day of the year, designated for deep cleansing, divine judgment, and 

reconciliation. This annual observance ensured that God’s presence remained among His peo-

ple and that the sanctuary was purified from the defilement caused by sin and impurity. 

On this day, the high priest first purified himself before offering sacrifices for both his sins 

and those of the entire nation. However, it was not the ritual itself that cleansed the people, 

but God’s choice to forgive and make them holy. The purification offering cleansed the Tab-

ernacle from accumulated impurity, while the ascension offering symbolized Israel’s renewed 

devotion to God. A central aspect of this ritual was the scapegoat ceremony, in which one 

goat was sacrificed, and another was sent into the wilderness, symbolically carrying away 

Israel’s sins by divine decree and grace (Leviticus 16:20-22). 

The ritual followed a distinct progression, beginning in the Most Holy Place and moving out-

ward—first cleansing the sanctuary, then the people, and finally expelling sin from the camp 

through the scapegoat. This demonstrated that holiness originates from God's presence and 

spreads outward, foreshadowing the ultimate purification achieved through Christ. 

Throughout the year, as people worshiped and brought sacrifices, impurity accumulated 

within the Tabernacle, drawing ever closer to the Most Holy Place. The Day of Atonement 

reversed this buildup, removing all impurity from the sanctuary and sending it away from 

the people into the wilderness. 

This foreshadowed Christ’s atoning work, where He bore the sins of the world and was “cast 

outside the camp” (Hebrews 13:12), cleansing not just the earthly sanctuary but all who trust 

in Him. 

Jesus and the Fulfillment of the Day of Atone-
ment 
Just as God’s holiness set Israel apart, so too did Jesus’ holiness have a transformative effect, 

making the impure clean. Rather than becoming contaminated by impurity, Jesus reversed 



the process. When He touched lepers (Mark 1:40-42), healed the sick (Luke 5:12-14), or al-

lowed an impure woman to touch Him (Luke 8:43-48), He did not become unclean; instead, 

He purified them. These actions prefigured the ultimate purification that His death and res-

urrection would accomplish, permanently cleansing those who put their trust in Him. 

The New Testament affirms that Jesus fulfilled the entire sacrificial system (Hebrews 10:10-

14). His atoning death permanently removed the barrier of sin and impurity that separated 

humanity from God. At the moment of His crucifixion, the temple veil was torn in two (Mat-

thew 27:51), signifying that unrestricted access to God had been granted to all who believe. 

The continual sacrifices of the Old Testament were no longer necessary—Christ had offered 

a once-for-all atonement. Because we are in Christ—the clean one—we are now clean, not 

because of our own efforts but because of God's grace and His work in us (Ephesians 2:8-9). 

 

Holiness and the Church: A New Kind of Purity 
Through Christ, believers have been incorporated into a holy priesthood (1 Peter 2:9), no 

longer purified by ritual but by faith. Holiness is no longer about external ritual cleanliness 

but about embodying righteousness, love, and faithfulness. The purity laws pointed to a 

greater reality—spiritual transformation—now realized through Christ. Rather than being 

set apart by ceremonial laws, the Church is called to be set apart through moral and spiritual 

holiness, made possible through God's grace. 

Additionally, the Holy Spirit plays a crucial role in the believer’s sanctification. Unlike the 

external purity laws, the Spirit works inwardly, transforming hearts and enabling believers 

to live holy lives (Galatians 5:16-25, 1 Corinthians 6:19-20). 

Ultimately, holiness is not about adherence to external regulations—it is about belonging to 

God, reflecting His purity in our character, and inviting others to experience His grace 

through the gospel of Jesus Christ. As God’s people, we are called to embody His holiness in 



our relationships, actions, and witness to the world, fulfilling the divine purpose that began 

with Israel and extends through Christ to all who believe. 


