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LEVITICUS 10
STRANGE FIRE • NADAB AND ABIHU • “I WILL BE SANCTIFIED” • PRIESTLY RESTRAINT • NO WINE IN SERVICE • DISCERN HOLY AND UNHOLY • THE SIN-OFFERING GOAT
H. P. Mansfield Bible notes — checked and arranged in verse-by-verse Expositor style
Source: HPB 02-Gen42-Lev11.pdf, principally Leviticus 10 HPB pages
CHAPTER OVERVIEW
Leviticus 10 is the dark counterpart to chapter 9. The same Divine presence that consumed the accepted sacrifice now consumes Nadab and Abihu because they bring “strange fire … which he commanded them not.”
The governing sentence is verse 3: Yahweh will be sanctified in those who come near Him. Privilege therefore increases responsibility. The chapter then connects priestly holiness with sobriety, discrimination and teaching, before ending with a case in which Moses accepts Aaron’s explanation rather than enforcing ritual mechanically.
NADAB AND ABIHU — LEVITICUS 10:1–5
Leviticus 10:1 — unauthorised fire
Nadab and Abihu each take a censer, place fire and incense in it, and offer ’esh zarah, strange/unauthorised fire, before Yahweh “which he commanded them not.” Zarah means strange/foreign/unauthorised in this context.
The text does not say that enthusiasm was their excuse, nor does it explicitly say they were drunk. The offence securely stated is unauthorised worship that altered the Divine appointment.
Leviticus 10:2 — the same Divine fire becomes judgment
Fire comes out from before Yahweh and consumes them, and they die before Yahweh. The verbal and narrative echo of 9:24 is deliberate: Divine holiness accepts commanded sacrifice and judges presumptuous approach.
Leviticus 10:3 — “I will be sanctified”
Moses gives the controlling principle: “I will be sanctified in them that come nigh me, and before all the people I will be glorified.” Nearness is not immunity; those closest to holy service are especially responsible to honour Yahweh’s holiness.
Aaron “held his peace,” accepting the seriousness of the judgment without recorded protest.
Leviticus 10:4–5 — bodies carried outside
Mishael and Elzaphan, relatives who are not the surviving officiating sons, carry Nadab and Abihu outside the camp “in their coats.” The removal keeps death/judgment away from the functioning holy centre.
PRIESTLY RESTRAINT IN TRAGEDY — LEVITICUS 10:6–7
Leviticus 10:6 — do not dishevel hair or rend garments
Moses tells Aaron, Eleazar and Ithamar not to para‘ their heads/hair and not to tear their clothes. KJV “uncover not your heads” can mislead; para‘ more naturally concerns letting the hair loose/dishevelled as a mourning sign.
The congregation may mourn the burning, but the consecrated priests must not perform ordinary mourning gestures that would imply abandonment of their appointed service.
Leviticus 10:7 — remain at the Tent entrance
They must not leave the Tent entrance because Yahweh’s anointing oil is upon them. Sacred office imposes discipline even amid profound family grief.
SOBRIETY, DISCERNMENT AND TEACHING — LEVITICUS 10:8–11
Leviticus 10:8–9 — wine and strong drink prohibited during service
Yahweh speaks directly to Aaron and prohibits yayin, wine, and shekar, strong/fermented drink, when priests enter the Tent. The immediate context may explain why later readers have suspected intoxication in Nadab and Abihu, but the text never states that this caused their sin.
Leviticus 10:10 — distinguish holy/common and clean/unclean
The purpose of sobriety is explicit: lehavdil, to distinguish/separate, between holy and common and between unclean and clean. KJV “unholy” is understandable, but chol is commonly “common/profane,” not necessarily morally wicked.
Leviticus 10:11 — teach Israel
Priests must teach the children of Israel all Yahweh’s statutes given by Moses. Priestly service is therefore intellectual and pedagogical as well as sacrificial; clear judgment is necessary because others depend upon their instruction.
HOLY PORTIONS STILL TO BE EATEN — LEVITICUS 10:12–15
Leviticus 10:12–13 — meal offering beside the altar
Moses tells the surviving priests to eat the remaining grain offering unleavened in a holy place because it is their appointed portion. The work of Yahweh is not suspended by the failure of two priests.
Leviticus 10:14–15 — breast and right leg/thigh
The wave breast and right shoq from the peace offerings may be eaten by the priestly families in a clean place. Again shoq is the leg/thigh portion rather than the modern shoulder joint.
THE BURNED SIN-OFFERING GOAT — LEVITICUS 10:16–20
Leviticus 10:16–18 — Moses is angry
Moses searches for the goat of the people’s sin offering and finds that it has been burned. Because its blood was not taken into the sanctuary, the normal rule required the priests to eat it and thereby bear the congregation’s iniquity in their representative service (compare Leviticus 6:26,30).
Leviticus 10:19–20 — Aaron’s explanation accepted
Aaron explains that on this extraordinary day his sons had offered their own sin and burnt offerings and then such tragedy had befallen him; he asks whether eating the sin offering would have been good in Yahweh’s sight.
Moses hears and accepts the explanation. The passage does not abolish the law, but it shows that faithful judgment considers the actual circumstances rather than treating ritual compliance as an end detached from meaning.
PRINCIPAL THEMES
• Yahweh—not human preference—determines acceptable worship.
• The sin of Nadab and Abihu is explicitly unauthorised fire; intoxication remains conjecture.
• Those who come nearest to holy things bear heightened responsibility.
• KJV “uncover not your heads” is better understood as not dishevelling/loosening the hair in mourning.
• Priestly sobriety protects the ability to distinguish holy/common and clean/unclean.
• Priests are teachers as well as sacrificial ministers.
• The closing goat incident shows measured judgment rather than empty ritualism.
EDITORIAL VERIFICATION AND RECOVERED READINGS
	Location
	Checked / corrected reading
	Basis

	Lev. 10:1
	’esh zarah
	Strange/foreign/unauthorised fire.

	Lev. 10:1
	“commanded them not”
	Secure stated offence is unauthorised worship.

	Lev. 10:2
	fire from Yahweh
	Narrative contrast with accepted fire of 9:24.

	Lev. 10:3
	sanctified in those who draw near
	Key holiness principle.

	Lev. 10:6
	para‘
	Let hair/head become loose/dishevelled; KJV “uncover” can mislead.

	Lev. 10:9
	yayin / shekar
	Wine / strong fermented drink; prohibition applies during Tent service.

	Lev. 10:9
	Nadab/Abihu drunkenness
	Possible inference only; not stated.

	Lev. 10:10
	lehavdil
	Distinguish/separate.

	Lev. 10:10
	qodesh / chol
	Holy / common-profane; “unholy” can sound too moralised.

	Lev. 10:11
	teach Israel
	Instruction is explicit priestly responsibility.

	Lev. 10:14–15
	shoq
	Right leg/thigh portion, not modern shoulder.

	Lev. 10:17–18
	goat should be eaten
	Blood had not entered sanctuary; compare Lev. 6:26,30.

	Lev. 10:19–20
	Aaron heard and accepted
	Moses accepts explanation in extraordinary circumstances.


RESIDUAL UNCERTAINTIES
The text does not reveal the precise source of Nadab and Abihu’s fire or whether intoxication played any role. Their motives—pride, excitement, familiarity—remain conjectural. The final incident should not be generalised into permission to ignore ritual law; it records a particular judgment accepted by Moses in exceptional circumstances.
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