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Leviticus 12:1-8  

 

Verse 1-5 
YHWH 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, just as she is unclean during her monthly period. On the eighth day 
the boy is to be circumcised. 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. 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.’”  

• The uncleanness which is here discussed relates to the bleeding of the 
woman and is in no way attached to the child. Israelites considered 
children a gift from God.  

• The length of time for purification is 40 days after the birth of a boy 
(7+33=40) and 80 days after the birth of a girl (14+66=80). No one is 
sure why these numbers were chosen except that 40 is a number of 
particular importance in the Old Testament story. 

• The normal understanding is that the number was longer for girls 
because girls were less valued by the culture. However, this is 
nowhere explained and it could be taken in exactly the opposite way --
-- since girls were less valued this longer period of purification was 
designed to raise their status in the culture showing them to be more 
highly favored by God.  

• The whole process marks the birth of a child as a unique event in the life 
of the entire community.  

• On the eighth day following his birth a boy was to be circumcised. This 
practice is still followed by Jews today. By circumcision, a boy is marked 
as belonging to the community of faith, as being one of God’s people. In 
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the New Testament, circumcision of the flesh is not regarded as the mark 
of a member of God’s people. However, the New Testament speaks of a 
heart that is marked or circumcised as being that which sets God’s people 
apart from others.  
 

Verse 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. 
He shall offer them before YHWH 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. 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.’” 

• After her purification, the woman is restored to her place in the 
community by following these instructions. 

• It is interesting to note that following Jesus’ birth, Mary and Joseph 
followed these instructions. Their offering was two pigeons. 
Apparently, they could not afford a lamb.  (Luke 2:24) 
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