
Holy to the Lord 
A Study of Leviticus 8 

Main Point: The ordination of Aaron and his sons demonstrates that approaching the holy 
God requires thorough preparation—washing, clothing, anointing, sacrifice, and 
obedience—a pattern fulfilled and transformed in Christ, our great high priest. 

Introduction 
In 1953, a young Queen Elizabeth II sat in Westminster Abbey while the Archbishop of 
Canterbury performed the ancient coronation rite. She was anointed with oil, clothed in 
ceremonial robes, presented with orb and scepter, and crowned before the gathered 
assembly. The ritual had been performed for a thousand years, and every element carried 
meaning. The oil signified divine blessing. The robes marked her new status. The regalia 
filled her hands with the symbols of her oKice. By the end of the ceremony, she was no 
longer simply Elizabeth Windsor. She was the Queen. 

Leviticus 8 records an older and more significant installation. Aaron and his sons were 
washed, clothed in sacred vestments, anointed with oil, sprinkled with blood, and 
commissioned for service at the tabernacle. The ceremony transformed them from 
ordinary Israelites into priests—mediators between a holy God and a sinful people. Every 
detail was prescribed by God and executed by Moses. Nothing was left to chance or 
preference. The stakes were too high for improvisation. 

This chapter bridges the instructions of Leviticus 1–7 and the actual beginning of 
tabernacle worship in chapter 9. It shows us what it cost to prepare men to stand in God’s 
presence. The washing, the garments, the sacrifices, the seven-day waiting period—all of it 
declared that approaching the holy God was not casual or automatic. It required cleansing, 
covering, atonement, and time. For Christians who have been made a “royal priesthood” 
through Christ, this ancient ceremony still speaks. It tells us who we are, how we were 
made fit for service, and what our calling demands. 



Examination 

The assembly and the command (8:1–5) 
Leviticus 1–7 prescribed how sacrifices were to be oKered. Now chapter 8 describes the 
moment when those instructions came to life—the consecration of Aaron and his sons as 
priests. Theory became practice. The manual became a ceremony. 

God commanded Moses to gather everything needed: Aaron and his sons, the priestly 
garments, the anointing oil, a bull for the purification oKering, two rams, and a basket of 
unleavened bread (8:2). Then the entire congregation was to assemble “at the entrance of 
the tent of meeting” (8:3). The phrase does not mean the people crowded into the doorway; 
it designates the outer courtyard of the tabernacle complex, where Israelites could gather 
to witness significant events. This was one such event. The ordination of Israel’s first priests 
was not a private aKair, but a public act witnessed by the community on whose behalf 
these men would serve. 

Moses announced: “This is the thing that the LORD has commanded to be done” (8:5). The 
ceremony that followed was not Moses’ invention or Aaron’s preference. It was divine 
instruction, and the refrain “as the LORD commanded Moses” echoes throughout the 
chapter—seven times in all. Obedience structures the entire narrative. What God 
commanded, Moses performed. The ordination of priests was an act of submission to 
God’s design, not human creativity. 

Washing and vesting Aaron (8:6–9) 
Moses began by washing Aaron and his sons with water (8:6). Ablution was universal in 
ancient religion, but its significance here is theological: those who would approach the holy 
God must be cleansed. Physical washing symbolized the need for inner purity. The priests 
would wash their hands and feet at the bronze basin every time they entered the tabernacle 
or approached the altar—a perpetual reminder that sin defiles and service requires 
cleansing. 

Then Moses dressed Aaron in the high priestly garments. Each item carried meaning. The 
linen tunic covered the body; the sash bound it at the waist. Over these went the blue robe, 
with golden bells and pomegranates along its hem. The ephod—a vestlike garment of gold, 
blue, purple, and scarlet—supported the breastpiece, which held twelve stones engraved 
with the names of Israel’s tribes. When Aaron stood before God, he carried the entire 
nation on his chest. 



Inside the breastpiece Moses placed the Urim and Thummim (8:8). These objects—
probably stones or lots—were used to discern God’s will in matters requiring divine 
guidance. Their exact nature remains uncertain, but their function was clear: the high priest 
mediated not only sacrifice but also revelation. He was the one through whom God’s 
decisions were made known. 

Finally, Moses placed the turban on Aaron’s head, and on its front the golden plate 
inscribed “Holy to the LORD” (8:9). This diadem marked Aaron as consecrated, set apart for 
sacred service. The glorious vestments were not merely decorative; they declared the 
dignity of the oKice. The high priest represented God to the people and the people to God. 
His clothing announced that this was no ordinary man performing an ordinary task. 

Anointing tabernacle and priests (8:10–13) 
Moses then took the anointing oil—a unique blend of myrrh, cinnamon, cane, cassia, and 
olive oil whose recipe was reserved exclusively for sacred use (Exod. 30:22–33)—and 
anointed the tabernacle and everything in it (8:10). He sprinkled oil on the altar seven 
times, consecrating it and all its utensils, including the basin and its stand (8:11). Seven 
signified completeness. The sanctuary was now set apart for its holy function. 

Then Moses poured oil on Aaron’s head “and anointed him to consecrate him” (8:12). 
Anointing marked a change of status. In Israel, kings and priests were anointed—chosen by 
God and authorized for service. The oil symbolized the Spirit’s empowerment and the 
gravity of the calling. Aaron was no longer simply a man; he was now the anointed priest, 
bearing responsibility for the nation’s access to God. The term “messiah” means “anointed 
one,” and every high priest who followed Aaron bore this designation. 

Aaron’s sons received simpler vestments—tunics, sashes, and caps—and were likewise 
set apart for priestly service (8:13). They would assist Aaron, and their descendants would 
carry forward the priesthood for generations. The oKice was hereditary, passed from father 
to son, a permanent institution in Israel’s worship. 

The purification oDering (8:14–17) 
Three sacrifices followed the anointing, each addressing a diKerent dimension of the 
priests’ consecration. The first was a purification oKering. Aaron and his sons laid their 
hands on the bull’s head—an act of identification linking oKerer and victim—and Moses 
slaughtered it (8:14–15). 

Moses applied the blood to the horns of the altar, “purifying the altar” and consecrating it 
“to make atonement for it” (8:15). The altar itself needed cleansing before it could receive 
sacrifices. Sin pollutes sacred space; blood removes the pollution. The fat portions were 



burned on the altar, but the rest of the bull—hide, flesh, and dung—was burned outside the 
camp (8:16–17). This followed the pattern for priestly purification oKerings: what bore the 
sin was taken away from the sanctuary. 

Though Moses oKiciated, Aaron and his sons stood in the position of oKerers. They were 
being purified, their sin addressed, so that they could serve without contaminating the 
sanctuary they were called to maintain. 

The burnt oDering (8:18–21) 
The second sacrifice was a burnt oKering. Again Aaron and his sons laid hands on the ram’s 
head; again Moses slaughtered it (8:18–19). This time the blood was splashed against the 
sides of the altar, and the entire animal—cut into pieces, washed, and arranged—was 
burned as “a pleasing aroma, a food oKering to the LORD” (8:21). 

The burnt oKering signified total consecration. Nothing was held back; the whole animal 
ascended to God in smoke. For the priests being ordained, this sacrifice expressed their 
complete dedication. They were giving themselves wholly to God’s service, holding nothing 
in reserve. The burnt oKering was a ransom, a substitute, a life given in place of the oKerer’s 
life—and in identifying with the ram, Aaron and his sons were symbolically dying to 
themselves in order to live for God. 

The ordination oDering (8:22–29) 
The third sacrifice was unique to this occasion: the ram of ordination. The Hebrew term 
means “filling”—specifically, “filling the hands.” In the ancient Near East, this idiom 
described the conferral of authority. To fill someone’s hands was to authorize them for an 
oKicial function. The ordination sacrifice did not merely purify or consecrate; it 
commissioned. Aaron and his sons were being authorized to do a job. 

After the ram was slaughtered, Moses applied its blood to Aaron’s right ear, right thumb, 
and right big toe, then did the same for Aaron’s sons (8:23–24). The extremities represented 
the whole person—ears to hear God’s voice, hands to do God’s work, feet to walk in God’s 
ways. Blood on these points consecrated the entire priest for service. The same ritual 
would later be used for cleansing healed lepers (14:14), suggesting that ordination was 
itself a kind of purification and restoration to full communion with God. 

Moses then placed fat portions, the right thigh, and three kinds of unleavened bread into 
the hands of Aaron and his sons, who elevated them before the LORD as a wave oKering 
(8:26–27). This was the literal “filling of the hands” that gave the sacrifice its name. The 
priests held their commission; they presented it to God; then Moses burned it on the altar. 
The breast of the ram—normally the priest’s portion—went to Moses as the oKiciating 



minister (8:29). Since Aaron and his sons were the oKerers, they could not benefit from 
their own sacrifice. The roles would reverse once they began oKiciating for others. 

Final consecration and the seven-day charge (8:30–36)‹ 
Moses took anointing oil and blood from the altar and sprinkled both on Aaron and his sons 
and their garments, consecrating them completely (8:30). Oil and blood—symbols of 
empowerment and atonement—combined to mark the priests as holy. They were now 
bound to the altar by blood covenant, authorized for sacred service. 

The ceremony was not yet complete. Moses instructed them to cook and eat the ordination 
meat at the entrance of the tent and to remain there for seven days (8:31–33). During this 
liminal period, they could not leave the sacred precincts. Seven days marked a complete 
transition—the same duration as creation, the same as purification from serious impurity. 
The priests were passing from one state to another, and the process could not be rushed. 

“Keep the LORD’s charge, so that you do not die” (8:35). The warning was not rhetorical. 
What would happen to Nadab and Abihu in chapter 10 proved that approaching God 
carelessly brought death. The priesthood was a dangerous calling. To stand in the presence 
of the holy God required absolute obedience. The chapter closes with aKirmation: “Aaron 
and his sons did all the things that the LORD commanded by Moses” (8:36). They had been 
washed, clothed, anointed, sprinkled with blood, and charged with sacred duty. They were 
ready to serve. 

Application 

1. Service to God requires preparation, not presumption 
Aaron did not simply walk into the tabernacle and begin oKering sacrifices. He was 
washed, clothed, anointed, sprinkled with blood, and confined for seven days before he 
could serve. The elaborate process underscores a truth we easily forget: approaching God 
is serious business. We do not come on our own terms, in our own timing, by our own 
initiative. We come prepared—or we do not come at all. For Christians, Christ has done the 
preparing. His sacrifice cleanses, his righteousness clothes, his Spirit anoints. But this 
does not mean we approach carelessly. The warning “so that you do not die” still echoes. 
God welcomes us through Christ, but he remains holy. Casual worship, unprepared hearts, 
and flippant attitudes dishonor the access we have been given. The priests’ weeklong 
consecration reminds us that readiness to serve God is not instantaneous. It requires time, 
attention, and reverence. 



2. Those who serve must first be served 
Aaron and his sons did not oKiciate their own ordination. Moses washed them, dressed 
them, anointed them, and oKered sacrifices on their behalf. Before they could minister to 
others, they had to receive ministry themselves. This principle runs through Scripture. 
Jesus washed the disciples’ feet before sending them out. Paul was led blind into 
Damascus and had hands laid on him before becoming the apostle to the Gentiles. No one 
serves from a position of self-suKiciency. We serve from a position of having been served—
cleansed, forgiven, equipped by another. The temptation in ministry is to give without 
receiving, to pour out without being filled. But the priests stood as oKerers before they 
stood as oKiciants. They needed the blood applied to their own ears, thumbs, and toes 
before they could apply it for anyone else. Ministry that neglects the minister’s own need 
for grace will eventually run dry. 

3. Obedience is the shape of worship 
Seven times the chapter notes that Moses did “as the LORD commanded.” The phrase is 
not filler; it is the backbone of the narrative. The entire ordination ceremony was an act of 
obedience—not innovation, not creativity, not personal preference. God prescribed; Moses 
performed. This challenges contemporary assumptions about worship. We often evaluate 
worship by how it makes us feel, whether it expresses our personality, whether it resonates 
with our tastes. But the ordination of Aaron suggests a diKerent standard: Does it conform 
to what God has commanded? Worship is not self-expression; it is response to revelation. 
The priests wore what God specified, oKered what God required, followed the sequence 
God ordained. Their obedience was their worship. Christians are not bound to Levitical 
regulations, but we are bound to the apostolic pattern and the lordship of Christ. Worship 
shaped by obedience honors God; worship shaped by preference honors ourselves. 

4. The part consecrates the whole 
Blood was applied to Aaron’s right ear, right thumb, and right big toe—not his entire body. 
Yet these extremities represented the whole person. The ear signified hearing and 
obedience; the hand, action and service; the foot, direction and walk. When these were 
consecrated, the whole priest was consecrated. This principle—the part standing for the 
whole—appears throughout Scripture. Circumcision marked the body but signified the 
heart. Baptism touches the skin but represents the entire self dying and rising with Christ. 
The Lord’s Supper involves bread and cup but proclaims participation in Christ’s body and 
blood. Physical acts carry spiritual weight. For Christians, small acts of obedience 
consecrate the whole life. The decision to speak truth in a single conversation, to show 
kindness in one encounter, to resist temptation in a particular moment—these are not 



isolated incidents. They mark us. Blood on the ear, thumb, and toe made Aaron entirely 
holy. Daily faithfulness in small things makes us entirely his. 

Conclusion 
When the ceremony ended, Aaron stood transformed. He had been washed, robed in glory, 
anointed with oil, marked with blood on ear and hand and foot. Three sacrifices had 
addressed his sin, expressed his consecration, and authorized his service. For seven days 
he would remain in the sacred precincts, completing his transition from ordinary man to 
anointed priest. 

The chapter’s final verse captures the essence of the whole: “Aaron and his sons did all the 
things that the LORD commanded by Moses.” Obedience bookended the ceremony. God 
commanded; Moses performed; Aaron submitted. The priesthood began not with initiative 
but with response, not with innovation but with compliance. This is how it must always be 
when sinful humans approach a holy God. 

For Christians, the ordination of Aaron points beyond itself. We have a greater high priest 
who needed no sacrifice for his own sin, who serves in a better sanctuary, who oKered 
himself once for all. Yet the patterns established here still instruct us. We too have been 
washed, clothed, anointed, and commissioned. We too belong to a royal priesthood. And 
we too must remember that the God who welcomes us remains holy—and that our service, 
like Aaron’s, begins with hearing and obeying what the Lord has commanded. 

Reflection 
1. How do you prepare your heart before approaching God in worship or service? 
2. In what ways have you experienced the need to be ministered to before you could 

minister to others? 
3. Where in your life are you tempted to approach God casually or presumptuously? 
4. What does it look like for obedience—rather than personal preference—to shape 

your worship? 
5. How have small acts of faithfulness marked your life and consecrated you for 

service? 
6. What “extremities” of your life—your hearing, your hands, your walk—most need to 

be brought under God’s lordship? 



Discussion 
1. Why was the ordination of priests a public ceremony witnessed by the entire 

congregation? 
2. What is the significance of the sevenfold repetition of “as the LORD commanded 

Moses” throughout the chapter? 
3. How do the three sacrifices—purification oKering, burnt oKering, and ordination 

oKering—each contribute to the priests’ consecration? 
4. What does the blood applied to the ear, thumb, and big toe signify about the nature 

of priestly service? 
5. Why were Aaron and his sons required to remain at the tent of meeting for seven 

days, and what does this teach about transitions into sacred service? 
6. How does the ordination of Aaron anticipate and point forward to the high 

priesthood of Christ? 


