When Obedience Meets Grief
Leviticus 10:16-20
Introduction
Leviticus 10 records one of the most sobering moments in Israel's early worship life: the sudden death of Nadab and Abihu for offering unauthorized fire before the Lord. Immediately following this tragedy, another issue arises-not of rebellion, but of discernment. In verses 16-20, Moses confronts Aaron and his remaining sons over what appears to be a failure in obedience. What unfolds reveals an important lesson about the relationship between obedience, the heart, and human grief.
The Expected Command
According to the Law (Leviticus 6:26), priests were required to eat portions of the sin offering. This act symbolized their participation in bearing and removing the people's sin. It was not optional-it was part of the sacred duty of the priesthood.
When Moses discovers that the goat of the sin offering had been completely burned instead of eaten, he becomes angry. Given the recent judgment on Nadab and Abihu, Moses likely feared that another act of disobedience could provoke further divine wrath.
The Apparent Failure
Moses questions Eleazar and Ithamar, Aaron's surviving sons: why had they not followed the command?
From an external viewpoint, it seemed like another failure to obey God's instructions precisely. In a moment where strict obedience had just been underscored by severe judgment, any deviation would appear dangerous.
Aaron's Discernment
Aaron steps in and offers an explanation:
"Today my sons presented both their sin offering and their burnt offering to the LORD. Yet this tragedy has happened to me. If I had eaten the people's sin offering on such a tragic day as this, would the LORD have been pleased?" (NLT)
Aaron had just lost two sons under divine judgment. His grief was immediate and overwhelming. While the rituals had been carried out externally, he recognized that his inner condition was not aligned with the sacred act of eating the offering.
This was not defiance-it was reverence. Aaron understood that participation in the offering was not merely mechanical but required sincerity and proper spiritual condition.
The Resolution
"When Moses heard that, it seemed good in his sight." (v.20)
Moses accepts Aaron's reasoning. This is significant. It shows that obedience is not reduced to rigid external performance. Aaron's decision honored the deeper intent of the law-to worship God in truth, not merely in form.
Why This Matters
This passage teaches that God desires more than outward compliance-He desires authentic worship.
A modern example helps clarify this: imagine being asked to lead the Lord's Supper immediately after the loss of a loved one. Technically, you could perform the task. But if your heart is overwhelmed with grief, the act may become hollow rather than meaningful. In such a moment, stepping back may better honor the purpose of worship than simply going through the motions.
Aaron's response reminds us that there are moments when the heart must be considered alongside the command. God's instructions are not empty rituals; they are meant to be lived out with sincerity. Spiritual maturity involves knowing not only what to do, but how and when to do it in a way that truly honors God.
