
Think Like an Israelite 

 
 

Impurity and Sin 



Impurity (“uncleanness”) 

Two distinct but related categories: 

• Ritual  

• Moral 

 

Concepts of clean / unclean related to  
                          holy / common (sacred space) 

 



Ritual Impurity 

Physical defilement that bars one from sacred space 
or participation in sacred rituals. 

 

Causes / Examples: 

 

“Direct or indirect contact with any one of a number of 
natural processes and substances” 

 
J. Klawans, “Idolatry, Incest, and Impurity: Moral Defilement in Ancient Judaism,”  

Journal for the Study of Judaism 29:4 (1998): 392  



Ritual Impurity 

• childbirth (Lev. 12:1-8) 

• skin / scale disease (Lev. 13:1-14:32) 

• genital discharges (Lev. 15:1-33) 

• carcasses of certain animals (Lev. 11:1-47) 

• human corpses (Num. 19:10-22) 

 

• Duration of impurity varies 

• Cleansing process varies 



Ritual Impurity 

NOTE: ritual impurity is natural—unavoidable 
for humans and human circumstances. 
 
Therefore usually doesn’t arise from moral 
violation (sin). 
• “it is not sinful to be ritually impure, and 

ritual impurity does not result directly from 
sin.”  

Klawans, 393 



Ritual Impurity 

“It is true that the refusal to purify oneself 
would constitute a transgression, as would 
coming into contact with the sacred while in a 
state of ritual impurity. But this does not make 
being ritually impure sinful in and of itself.” 

 
Klawans, 393. 



Moral Impurity 

Results from committing certain prohibited 
behaviors: 

 
• sexual transgressions (e.g. Lev. 18:24-29) 
• idolatry (e.g., Lev 19:31, 29:1-3) 
• bloodshed (e.g., Num 35:33-34) 

 
Frequently described as “abominations” (other 
terms differentiate as well) 



Moral Impurity 

Results in following defilements: 

 

• Person who does such things (Lev 18:24) 

• The Land itself (Lev 18:25; Ezek 36:17) 

• God’s sanctuary (Lev 20:3; Ezek 5:11) 

 

Leads to (corporate) expulsion from the land 
(Lev 18:28) if prevalent. 



Klawans, 394 



Other Differences 

Moral defilement (sin) defiles the sinner, land, 
and sanctuary, but not anyone with which he 
comes into contact. 

• Ritual impurity is like a contagion 

• Moral impurity is not 
▫ e.g., no ritual bathing or quarantine for certain 

number of days with respect to an idolater, a 
murderer, or sexual violator 



Other Differences 

“Solutions” for moral impurity (what are called 
“abominations” that defile sinner, land, 
sanctuary): 

 

• Punishment (death, exile) 

• Restitution 

• abstinence  



Summary of Two Types 

“Since moral impurity does not produce ritual 
defilement, sinners—in contrast to those who 
are ritually impure— are not excluded from the 
sanctuary.”                                                        (Klawans, 395) 

• Num 5:11-31 (suspected adulteress brought 
into the sanctuary) 

• Murderers seeking refuge in in the sanctuary 
(Exod 21:14). 



Other Differences 

On those occasions where moral impurity 
does defile the sanctuary, it is not because 
the sinner enters the sanctuary – it’s 
because of what happens in there – idolatry 
(Lev. 20:3).  



Other Differences 

“. . . we are dealing with perceived effects that 
result from actual physical processes. In the case o 
f ritual impurity, a real, physical process or event 
(e.g., death or menstruation) has a perceived 
effect: impermanent contagion that affects people 
and certain objects within their reach. In the case 
of moral impurity, a real, physical process or event 
(e.g., child sacrifice or adultery) has a different 
perceived effect: a noncontagious defilement that 
affects persons, the land, and the sanctuary. . .  



Other Differences 

. . . In both cases, the impurity can be conveyed. 
Ritual impurity is conveyed by direct and indirect 
hum an contact. Moral impurity is conveyed to the 
land by sins that take place upon it, and through 
the land, the impurity is conveyed to the 
sanctuary. In both cases, moreover, there are 
practical legal ramifications that result from the 
impurity. The ritually impure person must keep 
away from sacred things, and in some cases be 
barred from certain precincts. . .  



Other Differences 

. . . The morally impure person may be subject 
to capital punishment or, in the case 0f 
unwitting female partners to sexual 
misconduct, permanent degradation and fewer 
options for marriage. And when the land has 
been defiled to a great extent, then its people 
are exiled.” 

Klawans, 397 

 



Rationale 

What is the logic behind ritual impurity / 
uncleanness? (relates to moral impurity) 

• Bodily flows (menstrual blood, semen) 

• Contact with dead / death 

• childbirth 



1) Life vs. death 

 

• Binary opposition 

• Life associated with God; death is not 

• Blood, semen, skin diseases 

 



Life vs. death 

Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, 1002. 



#2 imitation of God’s nature 

Sex makes us unfit because it is being unlike 
God 
 

“Because God is eternal, God does not die. . . . 

Because God has no consort, God cannot have 
sex. Therefore, as Frymer-Kensky puts it, ‘in 
order to approach God, one has to leave the 
sexual realm.’ By separating sex from death 

 



Rationale 

(by following the ritual purity regulations) 
ancient Israelites (and especially ancient 
Israelite priests and Levites) separated 
themselves from what made them the least 
God-like. In other words, the point of following 
these regulations is nothing other than the 
theological underpinning of the entire Holiness 
Code: imitatio Dei.” 

Klawans, “Sacrifice and Defilement” HTR 



Rationale 

Eligibility to enter the sanctuary (God’s 
abode) requires a “God-like” state.  

 

God does not die; in his presence is life; God 
does not have sex; he is eternal. 



#3 controllable vs uncontrollable 

Klawans quote of Eilberg-Schwartz 



#3 controllable vs uncontrollable 

Klawans quote of Eilberg-Schwartz 



#4-Comparison 

Food / dietary laws? 

 



  



  



Life and Death Rationale 

Food / dietary laws? 
• Traditional Explanations 

▫ Hygienic 

▫ Cult-Polemic 

▫ Moral / ethical 

• Comparative – Oppositional 
▫ (Mary Douglas): “… the patterns of opposition, especially of 

inclusion and exclusion—seen in the social structures of a 
society, its cult, its view of the body and its classification of 
animals—may be expected to correspond to and confirm one 
another.” (DOTP, W. Houston) 

 



Life and Death Rationale 

• What is the basis for distinguishing permitted 
(clean)  vs. forbidden (unclean)? 

• Nothing to consistently mark abhorrence 

• Outliers in every system 

 

• May be arbitrary in criterion, but intentional in it 
result (God vs. non-God) 



Life and Death Rationale 

• What about parts of clean animals being forbidden? 

 

• Blood (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:11) 

• Fat (Lev 3:17; 7:22-26) 
▫ Leviticus 7:23–25 limits this to the fat of cattle, sheep 

and goats (animals for sacrifice), not wild game 
animals or birds.  

• Sciatic Nerve (cf. Gen 32:32; not “thigh muscle”) 

• Carrion (general) 



Life and Death Rationale 

Kid boiled in its mother’s milk (Exod 23:19b; 34:26b 
and Deut 14:21b) 

• Explanations? 

▫ Humanitarian / Moral 

▫ Cult-Polemic (dubious assumption from Ugarit) 

• ANE idolatrous context: O. Keel (iconography); ANE 
motif = mother animal (cow or goat) with suckling 
calf. 



Next Time 

Sacred Space (wk 2) 

Sacrifice (wk 3) 

Chaos and Calendar (wk4) 

 

Some of these opposition rationales help us 
understand these other topics. 

 

Sacred space will also help there. 


