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Leviticus 4:1-35 
 
Verse 1-2 
YHWH said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites: ‘When anyone sins 
unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of YHWH’s commands-  

• The subject is “unintentional sin.” This is the sin committed without 
intent to sin and of which the sinner is initially unaware. It is what 
David referred to in Psalm 19:12 as “secret faults.” It refers to the 
sinner’s sin about which he is unaware.  

• It is interesting to note the use of the word “when.” The implication is 
that everyone will, from time to time, be guilty of unintentional sin.  
 

Verse 3 
‘If the anointed priest sins, bringing guilt on the people, he must bring to 
YHWH a young bull without defect as a sin offering for the sin he has 
committed.’  

• Israel’s only “anointed priest” was the High Priest.  
• If the spiritual leader of the people sins, his sinning brings guilt upon 

the people because his example misleads them. He encourages them 
unintentionally to commit unintentional sin. Because of this, the 
atoning sacrifice must be costly to him personally. He must bring a 
perfect bull. 

• The assumption behind bringing the offering is that the High Priest 
has learned of his sin and has been convicted of his guilt. The purpose 
of this offering was to take responsibility for his sinful action before 
the people and to make things right between himself and God. That 
which was unintentionally done has now become known to him. His 
ignorance does not excuse his sin.    
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Verse 4-7a 
‘He is to present the bull at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting before 
YHWH. He is to lay his hand on its head and slaughter it before YHWH. 
Then the anointed priest shall take some of the bull’s blood and carry it 
into the Tent of Meeting, He is to dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle 
some of it seven times before YHWH, in front of the curtain of the 
sanctuary. The priest shall then put some of the blood on the horns of the 
altar of fragrant incense that is before YHWH in the Tent of Meeting.’ 

• Those watching the High Priest lead his bull to the place of offering 
might assume that he was bringing a burnt offering as he came. See 
chapter 1. But the dramatic moment came when he took a small bowl 
of blood into the Tent of Meeting, for the blood of the burnt offering 
was poured out at the base of the altar at the door to the Tent. It was 
never taken inside. This action, taking the blood into the tent, told the 
people that the High Priest was acknowledging before YHWH, and 
before them, his unintentional sin for which he was sorry. 

• Once inside the tent, before the curtain which separated the Holy 
Place from the throne of God, the High Priest dipped his finger in the 
blood and made seven drops of it fall to the floor. By this act, he was 
acknowledging his sin directly to the Father and asking for 
forgiveness. This was a private act of contrition. He was begging God 
to forgive him. 

• He then anointed the “horns of the altar of incense” with drops of 
blood. The horns represent strength or effectiveness. The smoke 
which rose from the altar of incense represented the prayers of the 
people rising before God. In this way, the priest who normally made 
intercession for the people acknowledged that he now needed their 
intercession, their prayers to rise to God, on his behalf.  

• All this happened privately in the Holy Place before the Lord. But 
everyone outside knew what the High Priest was doing inside. He was 
asking God to forgive him of his sin.  

  
Verse 7b-10 
‘The rest of the bull’s blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of 
burnt offering at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. He shall remove all 
the fat from the bull of the sin offering --- the fat that covers the inner 
parts or is connected to them, both kidneys with the fat on them near the 
loins, and the covering of the liver, which he will remove with the kidneys -
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-- just as the fat is removed from the ox sacrificed as a fellowship offering. 
Then the priest shall burn them on the altar of burnt offering.’  

• The animal is then divided and burned as if it was a fellowship 
offering. See chapter 3. 
  

Verse 11-12 
‘But the hide of the bull and all its flesh, as well as the head and legs, the 
inner parts and offal --- that is, all the rest of the bull --- he must take 
outside the camp to a place ceremonially clean, where the ashes are 
thrown, and burn it in a wood fire on the ash heap.’ 

• The rest of the bull is taken outside the camp and disposed of by fire 
in the place where the ashes from the altars are dumped. The meat is 
not eaten as in the fellowship offering. It is wasted, showing the 
sinner that even unintentional sin has costly consequences.  

• Christian scholars point out that Jesus was crucified “outside 
Jerusalem.”  They claim that the wasting of the sin offering outside 
the city reminds us that Jesus’ life was taken, wasted, outside the city, 
the cost of our forgiveness. 

 
Verse 13-14 
‘If the whole Israelite community sins unintentionally and does what is 
forbidden in any of YHWH’s commands, even though the community is 
unaware of the matter, they are guilty. When they become aware of the sin 
they committed, the assembly must bring a young bull as a sin offering 
and present it before the Tent of the Meeting.’  

• This passage raises the possibility of corporate and/or national sin. It 
acknowledges that a whole people acting as a unit together may do 
something wrong according to God’s law. This wrong may even be 
unintentional. But when the wrong is discovered, ignorance is not an 
excuse. Atonement must be made. 

 
Verse 15-21 
‘The elders of the community are to lay their hands on the bull’s head 
before YHWH and the bull shall be slaughtered before YHWH. Then the 
anointed priest is to take some of the bull’s blood into the Tent of Meeting. 
He shall dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle it before YHWH seven 
times in front of the curtain. He is to put some of the blood on the horns of 
the altar that is before YHWH in the Tent of Meeting. The rest of the 
blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering at the 
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entrance to the Tent of Meeting. He shall remove all the fat from it and 
burn it on the altar, and do with this bull just as he did with the bull for 
the sin offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for them, and 
they will be forgiven. Then he shall take the bull outside the camp and 
burn it as he burned the first bull. This is the sin offering for the 
community.’   

• The leaders of the community act as its representatives in 
acknowledging the sin. 

• See notes on verse 1-12. 
 
Verse 22-26 
‘When a leader sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of 
the commands of YHWH his God, he is guilty. When he is made aware of 
the sin he committed, be must bring as his offering a male goat, without 
defect. He is to lay his hand on the goat’s head and slaughter it at the 
place where the burnt offering is slaughtered before YHWH. It is a sin 
offering. Then the priest shall take some of the blood of the sin offering 
with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering and 
pour out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar. He shall burn all the 
fat on the altar as he burned the fat of the fellowship offering. In this way 
the priest will make atonement for the man’s sin, and he will be forgiven.’ 

• If a person who held office among the people sinned unintentionally, 
he was to seek atonement for his sin in this way when it was made 
known to him. 

• The offering he is to make is less expensive than the first two sin 
offerings discussed because his sin affects fewer people because he 
has a reduced sphere of influence.  

• The blood of the offering is not taken into the Tent of Meeting 
because the sin of this person does not have consequences which 
affect the entire community. 

 
Verse 27-35 
‘If a member of the community sins unintentionally and does what is 
forbidden in any of YHWH’s commands, he is guilty. When he is made 
aware of the sin he committed, he must bring as his offering for the sin he 
committed a female goat without defect. He is to lay his hand on the head 
of the sin offering and slaughter it at the place of the burnt offering. Then 
the priest is to take some of the blood with his finger and put it on the 
horns of the altar of burnt offering and pour out the rest of the blood at 
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the base of the altar. He shall remove all the fat, just as the fat is removed 
from the fellowship offering, and the priest shall burn it on the altar as an 
aroma pleasing to YHWH. In this way the priest will make atonement for 
him, and he will be forgiven. If he brings a lamb as his sin offering, he is 
to bring a female without defect. He is to lay his hand on its head and 
slaughter it for a sin offering at the place where the burnt offering is 
slaughtered. Then the priest shall take some of the blood of the sin 
offering with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt 
offering and pour out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar. He shall 
remove all the fat, just as the fat is removed from the lamb of the 
fellowship offering, and the priest shall burn it on the altar on top of the 
offerings made to YHWH by fire. In this way the priest will make 
atonement for him for the sin he has committed, and he will be forgiven. 

• If an ordinary private citizen sins unintentionally, when he discovers 
his sin, he is to seek atonement in this way. His offering is less 
expensive because his sin touches fewer people in the community. 

 
[It is to be noted that: 

1. Ignorance of sin does not free the sinner from responsibility for his 
sin. Even if the sinner does not know he sinned, he is guilty before the 
Lord. This is why we must ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to us our 
hidden sins and secret faults. 

2. Forgiveness is never withheld from the repentant sinner. The phrase, 
“he WILL be forgiven” is repeated three times in this chapter to 
assure us that forgiveness of sin is certain if we bring it to the Lord in 
the way he requires.] 

 
 
(These exegetical notes are the foundational study for the sermon entitled Unintentional Sin. They have 
been prepared by the Reverend Doctor Charles H. Jensen, Senior Pastor at Cornerstone Fellowship, 
Coatesville Pennsylvania. All rights are reserved by Cornerstone Fellowship & The Reverend Doctor 
Charles H. Jensen. They are used here by permission.)  
 


