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Clean and Unclean Medts,
What Does the Bible Teach?

Many people have misconceptions about the biblical teaching on clean
and unclean meats. What does Scripture really reveal on this subject?

gavedl of Hislawsfor
good reasons. They teach
usHisstandards—how
to distinguish right from
wrong, good from evil,
beneficid from harmful. They teach usto
distinguish the holy—that which God sets
gpart—from the common and ordinary.
They definethe way we, too, areto be
holy, set gpart for God's purposes.

Aswe gpply thebiblical lavsin our
lives, they encourage usto think differ-
ently, to think morelike God. They dter
our perceptions. For example, kesping
God's Sabbaths changes the way we think
about and use our time. Hislaws of tithing
ater our perception and use of our physica
resources. In the sameway, God'slaws
concerning meats thet are appropriate or
ingppropriate for human consumption—
referred to as” clean” and“unclean” inthe
Scriptures—change our perspective
regarding many thingswe et.

God expects spiritual leaderstoteach
His peopleto distinguish between bibli-
cally right and wrong behavior. He says,
through the prophet Ezekid: “. .. They
shall teach My peoplethe difference
between the holy and the unholy, and
causethem to discern between the
uncleanand theclean” (Ezekid 44:23,
emphasis added throughot).

Even though some of God'slawvs may
gppear unusua on the surface, and we may
not immediately grasp their full purpose,
they help usto avoid physicd troublesand,
moreimportant, mora and spiritud infec-
tion. TheWord of God providesapattern
for physicdly, spiritudly and moraly
hedlthy living. God gives His principles of
hedlth and cleanlinessfor our lasting good,
inthislifeaswell asthe oneto come
(1 Timothy 4:8).

Onereason for our existenceisto learn
to base our lives on thewords of God
(Matthew 4:4; Luke 4:4; Deuteronomy
8:3). God'sWord—the Bible—encom-

passesdl agpectsof our lives, including
what we egt. Often peopledon’t redize
that God made digtinctionsthat reved
which mests are appropriate for human
beingsto eat. Some believethese ditinc-
tionsno longer goply. But, rather than rely-
ing on human opinion, let’sconsder these
mettersinthelight of the Bible.

Popular ideas about distinctions

Since many people enjoy eating pork
(ham, bacon, sausage, etc.) and experience
no immediate adverse effects, some have
looked for scientific reasonsthat God may
have had in mind when Hetold the ancient
Isradlites not to eat pork. Onetheory isthat
God forbade the eating of pork because
the Isradlites might catch diseases, such
astrichinogs, thet pigs can carry. After dll,
the lsradlites did not own refrigerators, and
researchers had not yet warned peopleto
thoroughly cook pork to kill any potential
disease-carrying organisms.

Since modern research has apparently
solved these problems, and werarely hear
of parasites passing to peoplethrough
undercooked meat, many people assume
esting pork is now acceptableto God
(see“A Matter of Proper Cooking?,” page
14). Since many people eat pork al their
livesand liveto aripe old age, the average
person—if hethinksabout it at all—
assumes egting pork haslittle or no effect
on hedlth or longevity.

Research has convinced some doctors
and nutritionists, however, to recommend
that some of their patients avoid pork
and shellfish (another category of bibli-
cally uncleanfood) intheir diets; they
understand that some people do not prop-
erly digest these meats. So somewill
acknowledge that avoidance of certain
meats makes sense for people with par-
ticular hedlth problems, but not asarule
for everyone.

Mog religiousteachers have adopted a
perspective thet pardlelsthis scientific rea

soning. Theologians have assumed that the
laws of clean and unclean mesats originated
under the Old Covenant with ancient |srael
and cameto an end with the establishment
of the New Covenant. Thusthey believe
many lawsfrom the Old Testament are no
longer applicableto Chrigtians.

Many think Paul confirmed this
gpproachwhen hesad, “1 know and am
corvinced by the Lord Jesusthet thereis
nothing unclean of itsdf; but to himwho
congdersanything to beunclean, to himit
isunclean” (Romans 14:14). (See"Under-
standing ‘Unclean’ in Romans 14,” page6.)

Thisreasoning places God intherole
of master physician in the Old Testament
and Jesus Chrigt intherole of liberator
from God'slaw in the New Testament.

If we assumethat God was smply look-
ing out for the hedlth of the ancient
Isradlites, the Bible'slists of cleanand
unclean animals become only primitive
hedlth issuesfor which modern, enlight-
ened, liberated mankind no longer has
need. The popular reasoning isthat Christ
understood this and gave Hisfollowersthe
freedom to decide for themselvesin such
métters. Some believe God will honor any
decision we make for ourselvesregarding
such things.

Thispopular view istaught by most
churches. But the crucid question remains.
Doesit accurately reflect biblical teaching?

God’s view is different

God made mankind in Hisown image
(Genesis 1:26-27). In doing so God gave
men and women the ability to reason.
Though awonderful gift, our thinking
ability isnot infallible. When ancient
Israel’ s reasoning went awry, God said,
“Come now, and let us reason together”
(Isaiah 1:18).

But Scripture dso records God telling
us “‘... My thoughtsare not your
thoughts, nor areyour ways My way’s,
saystheLorb. ‘ For asthe heavensare
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higher than the earth, so are My ways
higher than your ways, and My thoughts
than your thoughts ” (Isaiah 55:8-9).

So God, not man, isthe authority on our
conduct (Proverbs 14:12), including decid-
ing what foodswe may or may not est.

Inaddition, the greet prophet Jeremiah
candidly admits, “O Lorb, | know the
way of manisnotin himsdf;itisnotin
man who walksto direct hisown steps’
(Jeremiah 10:23).

Inlight of these Bible verses, we need
to carefully examine the matter of clean
and unclean mests. We need to be surewe
understand God's perspective instead of
relying exclusively on our own reasoning.

The origin of the distinctions

Thefirgt biblical account noting distinc-
tions between clean and unclean animas
documents eventsthat occurred long before
the Exodus. Almost 1,000 yearsbefore God
made a.covenant with the nation of |srad,
and long before that nation even existed, He
told Noah to takeinto the ark unclean ani-
mals by twos and the clean ones by sevens
(Genesis6:19; 7:2).

God did not tell Noah in thisaccount that
Hewsas, for thefirst time, making adistinc-
tion between clean and unclean animds.
God smply sad, “Of every clean animal
you shall take seven pairs, maesand ther
mates, and of every animd that isnot clean,
two, amdeanditsmate’ (Geneds7:2,
New Jewish Publication Society).

God did not haveto definefor Noah
the meaning of clean and unclean. Noah
understood God'singtruction and what was
required of him, and he obeyed. To compre-
hend what God meant by theseterms, we
must go to other chapters of the Bible—
Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14.

The account in Genesisabout Noah
showsthat the digtinction between cdlean and
unclean existed early in history, long before
God ratified His covenant with Isradl. Thus
the Bibleitsaf clearly showsthat the popu-
larideathat animas cleannessand unclean-
nessoriginated inthe Old Covenant is
incorrect. Sincethese didtinctionsexisted
long beforethe | sradlite sacrificid system
and Levitica priesthood, it doesnot follow
that they would ceasewith achangeinthe
sacrificid system or the priesthood. Aswe
will see, the Bibleteachesthat the digtinction
between clean and unclean has never been
rescinded and that the digtinction continues
toexist for agood reason.

Another flaw in some peopl€ s under-
ganding isthat God'slaw did not exigt until

the gpecifictimeof itsfird mentioninthe
Bible. Thismisconception leadstothe
equaly flawed belief thet the only laws
gpplicableto New Covenant Chrigiansare
thoseredtiated in the New Testament after
Chrigt's crucifixion. Jesus Himsdlf dismissed
thisreassoning asfdse (Matthew 5:17-19).
Although such assumptions about when
God'slaw cameinto effect lack biblical
proof, they do raisean important issuefor
usto cond der—the continuity of God'slaw.

The nature of God's law

Some people reason that God dlowed
Adam and Eveto egt any animal but
changed the rulesfor Noah. Or they argue
that Noah could eat any kind of animd
flesh because God had revedled no specific
ingructionsthat expresdy forbadehim
from doing so.

Such reasoning isinherently flawed. It
overlooksthe permanent nature of the spiri-
tual principlesthat form the basisfor the
ingruction God has given to mankind.

God bases Hisingructions to humans
on spiritud principlestha have dways
exisged. Just as God iseternd (Deuteron-
omy 33:27; Psalm 90:2), so arethe princi-
plesthat reflect Hiseternad character and
nature (Maachi 3:6; Hebrews 13:8). God's
law isbased on His unchanging character,
not dependent on events and attitudes
prevalent in human higtory.

TheBible, from beginningtoend, isa
book about law. However, it isnot written as
apurely legd book. Theword law (Hebrew
torah) encompasses direction and ingruc-
tion, concepts much broader than amere
legdl code. God'slaw existed before the
Bible waswritten down. As Paul noted,
“thelaw isspiritud” (Romans 7:14).

TheBibleisabook about relationships
—specificaly how peoplein the past
related to God and, based on their experi-
ences, how weshould rdateto Him. God's
lav—Hisdirection and indruction for
people—providesthe guiddinesfor devel-
oping ardaionship with Him that leadsto
eternd life (John 17:2-3).

Throughtime, asour relaionship with
God devel ops, we learn more about whet
He expects of us—the thoughtsand actions
acceptable under Hislav—and begin think-
ing and doing those things (Matthew 7:21;
John 14:15; Revelation 14:12).

When we understand the spiritua princi-
plesthat sand asthe basisfor God'slaw, we
don't look for loopholesin Hislaw to avoid
doing what He commands. When we enjoy
aloving relationship with Him, we keep His
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commandments (1 John 5:2). Asthe gpostle
Johntelsus. “For thisisthelove of God,
thet we keep His commandments. And

His commandments are not burdensome”’
(verse 3). All God's commandments exist
for our benefit.

Did something in the law change?

Let'snote an additiona consgideration
regarding the nature of God'slaw. Some
will arguethat dl of God'slaw istemporary
because of obvious changessince Old Tes-
tament times concerning the laws of sacri-
ficeand circumcigon. Thisargument is
rooted in confusion over how these changes
came about.

The Bible notesthat some of this confu-
son semsfrom differencesinministriesor
adminigtrations. Paul, whowrote of God's
“spiritud” law (Romans 7:14), aso wrote
of “differences of adminigtrations, but
thesameLord” (1 Corinthians 12:5, King
JamesVersion). Paul dso wrote of the dif-
ferences between the Old Covenant min-
istry, or administration, compared with that
of the New (2 Corinthians 3).

Adminigrative changes, however, are
not to be confused with God'slaw itsdlf,
which Jesusclearly said continuesto exist
and apply today (Matthew 5:18). God has
alowed and, in some casss, directed adjudt-
mentsin adminigrative applications of
God'slaw. In every ingtance Scripture spells
out such adminigtrative changes. Wefind
no adminigrative changein the New Testa
ment regarding clean and unclean mests.

Codifying previously revealed laws

God'slawsclearly existed long before
Moses and the | sradlites came on the scene.
For example, God saysof Abraham, who
lived severd centuries beforethe | sradlites
left Egypt, that he“ obeyed My voice and
kept My charge, My commandments, My
gatutes, and My laws’ (Genesis 26:5).

When God began to work with ancient
Israel, Hewas not formulating and
announcing Hislaw for thefirs time; He
wasrestating it for agroup of peoplethat
hed spent severd generdionsasdavesin
Egypt (Exodus 12:41). Under thosecir-
cumstances these people probably had not
remembered God'slaw, much |less obeyed
it. Thus God spent ampletime systemaiti-
caly reveding Hislawsfor the new nation.

Beforethe Isradlitesleft Egypt and
arived a Mount Sinai, God began instruct-
ing them about Hisfestivals (Exodus5:1;
12:1-51). Asthey journeyed to Sinai,

God ingructed them to rest on Hisweekly



Sabbath day (Exodus 16:23), reinforcing
that command by miraculoudy sending a
larger portion of manna.on the Sixth day and
none et dl on the seventh (verses 25-29).
When someamong the |sradlitesignored
God'singtruction and looked for mannaon
the Sabbath, God rebuked them: “How long
do you refuse to keep My commandments
and My laws?’ (verse 28).

These eventstook place before God
revealed the observance of His Sabbath as
one of the Ten Commandmentswhen the
Israelites cameto the Wilderness of Sinai
(Exodus 19:1). There God spokethe Ten
Commandmentsfrom Mount Sinai (Exo-
dus 20). Then God gave Hisjudgments—
rulingson practical waysfor the lsradlites
to apply Hislaw—and further instructions
regarding the weekly Sabbath and Hisfes-
tivals (Exodus 21-23). If His peoplewould
obey, God promised to blessthem physi-
caly by taking away sicknessand provid-
ing them security within their new land
(Exodus 23:25-33).

The purpose of the distinction

In Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14
wefind lists of clean and unclean animds.
Thefirgt listing was given for the benefit
of the generation that had escaped from
Egyptian davery. In Deuteronomy God
reemphasized thisingtruction for the next
generation asit was about to claim itsnew
territory in the Promised Land.

Thetwo chapters give the same reason
for God'sinstruction on clean and unclean

meats. In Leviticus 11 God saysthat

to “beholy” one must avoid the unclean.
In Deuteronomy 14 Isradl wastold not to
edt “any detestable thing” (verse 3), “for
you areaholy peopleto the Lorp your
God” (verses 2, 21). To be holy means
to be sat apart by God.

The specific purpose God gave for
avoiding unclesn megtsis holiness. God
wants usto be haly. Sincewe beong to
Him and He purchased uswith Chrigt’s
blood, He does not want usto contaminate
oursdvesthrough any kind of physica or
spiritud defilement (1 Corinthians 6:15-20).
In God'ssight refraining from egting
unclean animasisanidentifying sign of the
holiness of those God has set apart through
ardationshipwith Him.

Thosewho honor God should reflect
holinessinther thoughts and actions. God
requires holy conduct, away of lifedis-
tinctly different from that of therest of the
world. Holinessin conduct isbased in atti-
tudestoward God, othersand sdif that result
in actionsthat avoid causing pain and build
lasting beneficid relationships. Of course,
being holy means much more than merely
avoiding unclean meets. Christ spoke of the
“weightier metters of thelaw” such asjudg-
ment, mercy and faith (Matthew 23:23).

God gave Hislawsto physica people
who suffer the consequenceswhen they
do not follow those laws. Bresking Hislaw
agang adultery, for example, can destroy
amarriage and family. Deuteronomy 28
records numerous caamitiesthet befell the

|sradliteswhen they failed to obey thelaws
of God. But He said hewould establish
them asaholy peopleif they would keep
His commandments (verse 9).

God's continuing desirefor His people
to be holy hasremained constant. As Paull
said, “Hechoseusin Him beforethe foun-
dation of theworld, that we should be holy
and without blame beforeHimin love’
(Ephesans 1:4).

The gpostie Peter admonished Chridtians
to live* as obedient children, not conform-
ing yoursdvesto theformer ludts, asin
your ignorance; but asHewho called you
ishaly, you aso beholyin al your conduct,
becauseitiswritten, ‘Behaly, for | am
holy’” (1 Peter 1:14-16).

Of course, Peter had inmind afar
wider range of godly behavior than merdly
refraining from unclean mests. So did Paul
when hereminded the Corinthians of God's
ingruction: “Come out from among them
and be separate, saysthe Lord. Do not touch
what isunclean, and | will receiveyou.
| will be aFather to you, and you shal
be My sonsand daughters, saysthe LorD
Almighty” (2 Corinthians 6:17-18).

Change in administration

When Jesus cameto earth to diefor
mankind's sins and become our High Priest,
Hisministry replaced the Levitica priedt-
hood, which had functioned from thetime
of Moses (Hebrews 7:11-14). Jesusis our
“guarantee of abetter covenant” (verse 22,
New Revised Standard Version), cdled the

them had not even been written.

God's inspired revelation.

given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine,

for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness,
that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for
every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). When Paul wrote these
words, the Scriptures he referred to were those we now call the
Old Testament. The writings that would eventually be known as
the New Testament had not been accepted as Scripture; some of

The Bible itself tells us we are to understand it as a unit; all
Scripture is inspired and the divine guide for human conduct. By
putting together all the scriptures on a given subject we allow the
Bible to interpret itself and give us a complete and coherent view
of God's instruction on specific areas of life.

Viewing every passage in a different context renders the Bible
little more than a conflicting, contradictory collection of human
writings rather than a divine revelation. Paul’s instruction in 2 Tim-
othy 3:16-17 shows us the foundational understanding through
which we can begin to properly interpret the Bible: All of it is

How Should We Understand Scripture?

The apostle Paul wrote to a fellow elder, “All Scripture is

An opportunity to apply proper biblical interpretation can be
found in Genesis 9:3: “Every moving thing that lives shall be food
for you. I have given you all things, even as the green herbs.”
Understanding this passage as part of a complete picture, we rec-
ognize it as a general statement about God providing animals for
food, just as He has provided plants for human consumption.

Later scriptures show that mankind should not eat every ani-
mal, just as we should not eat every plant. Indeed, some species of
animals and plants are highly poisonous and can be fatal if
ingested. Still, the animal kingdom provides food for us—the
essential point of Genesis 9:3.

Some who adopt an inconsistent, disconnected style of biblical
interpretation believe this passage reverses the distinctions
between clean and unclean animals spoken of in Genesis 7. This
flawed method of biblical interpretation artificially inserts begin-
ning and ending points for God's laws, in effect making them—
and their Giver—inconsistent and arbitrary. God simply is not like
that; He is both constant and consistent (Malachi 3:6; James 1:17).

God expects us to learn to properly understand and apply His
Word (2 Timothy 2:15). The Bible interprets the Bible!

J
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“new covenant” (Hebrews 8:8, 13).

Chrig’sministry doesnot void God's
law. Instead, God writesthat law onthe
heart of those who accept this covenant so
that it becomesapart of their mind and way
of thinking (verse 10). Remember, Jesus
sad Hedidn't cometo abolish thelaw
(Matthew 5:17-19). The New Covenant,
of which Jesusisour High Priest, contains
“better promises’ (Hebrews 8:6), not better
law. The better promisesinclude eternd
lifeaswdl asthe promise of God's Spirit,
which empowers usto live according to
God'slaws (Romans 8:4).

Notice Paul’ssumming up of thisprinci-
ple “But now having been st freefrom€n,
and having become daves of God, you have
your fruit to holiness, and the end, everlast-
ing life. For thewages of snisdesath, but the
gift of God iseternal lifein Chrigt Jesusour
Lord” (Romans 6:22-23). A Chrigtian will
makeevery effort to adhereto dl of God's
ingruction and liveaholy way of life.

When God made the adminigrative

changefrom the Levitica priesthood to

the minigtry of Jesus Chrig, thelavsand
adminigrative principlesthat pertained only
tothe Levitesno longer gppliedinthesame
way. AsHebrews 7:12 putsit: “ For the
priesthood being changed, of necessity
thereisaso achange of thelaw.” The
lav—spexifically thelaw concerning

who could beapriest (verses 13-14)—was
changed, not rendered invaid. The change
in the priesthood did not negate the laws
and principles God gave for our spiritud
and physica benefit.

Theenduring practice of the apogtlesand
early Church wasto continueto follow the
digtinctions God gave regarding clean and
unclean meats (Acts 10:14).

Some people supposethiswas merdly a
case of culture or tradition. Yet, concerning
prophetic fulfillmentsyet to occur, the Bible
speaksof unclean animals (Revelation
18:2) and punishment of thosewho disobey
Himinthismatter (Isaiah 66:15-17). The
Bible continuesto show obedienceto the

laws of clean and unclean food asan
identifying characteristic of God'speople.
Being different from therest of society
by following God'slaw isho causefor
embarrassment. Peter writesof God's
called-out peoplethat “you areachosen
generdtion, aroya priesthood, aholy
nation, Hisown specid people, that you
may proclaim the praises of Himwho
cdled you out of darknessinto Hismar-
velouslight” (1 Peter 2:9). God describes
His chosen people ascalled to holiness.
However, Chrigtians should dwaysuse
wisdom and discretionin how they revedl
practicesinvolving theavoiding of unclean
mesatsto family and friends. They should
not try to force God'slaws on adultswho
arerespongblefor making their own deci-
sonsin such matters. Paul advises. “Be
wisein your dedlingswith outsiders, but
useyour opportunitiesto thefull. Let your
wordsadwaysbegracious. .. Learn how
best to respond to each person you meet”
(Colossians 4:4-6, Revised English Bible).

-

~

Understanding ‘Unclean’ in Romans 14

convinced by the Lord Jesus that there is nothing unclean
of itself” mean the early Church made no distinction
between clean and unclean meats?

An understanding of Greek terminology can help us here.

It is important to realize that the New Testament writers
referred to two concepts of unclean, using different Greek words
used to convey the two ideas. Unclean could refer to animals God
did not intend to be used as food (listed in Leviticus 11 and Deuter-
onomy 14). Unclean could also refer to ceremonial uncleanness.

In Romans 14 Paul uses the word koinos, which means “com-
mon" (W.E. Vine, Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old
and New Testament Words, 1985, “Unclean,” p. 649). In addition
to the meanings of “common” and “ordinary,” as used in English
(Acts 2:44; 4:32; Titus 1:4; Hebrews 10:29; Jude 3), the word also
applied to things considered polluted or defiled. This word,
along with its verb form koinoo, is used in Mark 7:2, 15-23, where
it obviously refers to ceremonial uncleanness in the incident when
the disciples ate without having first washed their hands.

Through a concordance or similar Bible help you can verify
that koinos and koinoo appear throughout the New Testament
to refer to this kind of ceremonial uncleanness. Something could
be “common”—ceremonially unclean—even though it was
otherwise considered a clean meat.

An entirely different word, akathartos, is used in the New Tes-
tament for animals Scripture specifies as unclean. In the Septu-
agint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament in wide use in
Paul’s day), akathartos is used to designate the unclean meats
listed in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14.

Both words, koinos and akathartos, are used in Acts 10 in
describing Peter’s vision of the sheet filled with “all kinds of four-
footed animals of the earth, wild beasts, creeping things, and birds

Does Paul's statement in Romans 14:14 that “I know and am

of the air” (verse 12), both clean and unclean. Peter himself distin-
guished between the two concepts of uncleanness by using both
words in verse 14. After a voice told Peter to “kill and eat,” he
replied, “I have never eaten anything common [koinos] or unclean
[akathartos].” Most Bible translations distinguish between the
meanings of the two words used here. Peter used the same
terminology in verse 28 and Acts 11:8 in discussing this vision.

When Paul said in Romans 14:14 that “I know and am con-
vinced by the Lord Jesus that there is nothing unclean [koinos,
or ‘common’] of itself,” he was making the same point he had
made earlier to the Corinthians: Just because meat that was
otherwise lawful to eat may have been associated with idol wor-
ship does not mean it is no longer fit for human consumption. As
seen from the context, Paul wasn't discussing biblical dietary
restrictions at all.

Paul goes on to state in Romans 14:20 that “all food is clean”
(New International Version). The word translated “clean” is
katharos, "free from impure admixture, without blemish, spotless”
(Vine, "Clean, Cleanness, Cleanse, Cleansing,” p. 103). Clean meats
assuch aren't addressed in the New Testament, so there isn't a spe-
cific word to describe them. Katharos is used to describe all kinds
of cleanliness and purity, including clean dishes (Matthew 23:26),
people (John 13:10) and clothing (Revelation 15:6; 19:8, 14), “pure”
religion (James 1:27), gold and glass (Revelation 21:18).

Realize also that, in both verses 14 and 20 of Romans 14, the
word food or meatisn'tin the original wording. No specific object
is mentioned relative to cleanness or uncleanness. The sense of
these verses is merely that “nothing [is] unclean [koinos: common
or ceremonially defiled] of itself,” and “all is clean [katharos: free
from impure admixture, without blemish, spotless].”

Paul's point is that any association of food with idolatrous activ-
ity had no bearing on whether the food was suitable for eating.

J
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Does the New Testament
Abolish Meat Diginctions?

Some people believe that certain New Testament scriptures remove all distinctions
between clean and unclean meats. But what do these passages really say?

ost theologians assume

that God's lawsregard-

ing clean and unclean

meets ended at Chridt’s

crucifixion. They sup-

pose that the New Covenant removesthe
need for Chrigtiansto keep such laws. But
isthat what the Bible says?

Theadminigrative change from the
Levitica priesthood to the ministry of
Jesus Christ did not void God's expecta:
tionsthat His people obey Hislaw of clean
and unclean mests (or any other law) as
part of their sanctification, or separation,
aspeople of God (see Leviticus 11:.44-47,
19:2; 20:7, 22-26; 21:8). Peter and Paul
both spesk of the continuing need for
God's peopleto be holy (Ephesians 1:4;

1 Peter 1:14-16).

Some Bible scholars acknowledge that
members of the early Church continued to
observe the digtinctions between clean and
unclean mests. However, because of the
common misconception that the New
Covenant abolishesmuch of God'slaw,
many assumethesefood requirements
were smply Jewish culturd practicesthat
continued until the Church became more
gentilein composition and outlook. Such
preconceived ideas have influenced inter-
pretations of many New Testament pas-
sages. Intheologicd circlesthisisknown
aseisegesis, or reading one'sown ideas
into Scripture.

Let’'sexaminethe New Testament pas-
sages deding with food. Aswedo that let's
practi ce exegesi s—drawing meaning out
of Scripture by seeking athorough under-
standing of the background of apassage
aswe seek to apply it.

Peter’s vision: Did God cleanse
all meats?

One often-misunderstood section of the
Bible concerns Peter’svisoninwhich he
“saw heaven opened and an object likea
great sheet bound at the four corners,

descending to him and et down to the
earth!” Inthissheet “weredl kinds of four-
footed animals of the earth, wild beests,
cregping things, and birds of theair.” Peter
heard avoicetdl him, “Rise, Peter; kill and
eat” (Acts10:11-13).

Assuming the vision meant he should
edt unclean animals, Peter spontaneoudy
responded: “Not so, Lord! For | have never
egten anything common or unclean” (verse
14). The samevision cameto Peter three
times (verse 16).

At this point many readers, without fin-
ishing the account, assume they know the
meaning of the vison—that God told Peter
weare now freeto eat any kind of animal
fleshwedesire. In context, however, these
scriptures show that thisisnot at al what
Peter understood. On the contrary, even
after seeing thevison threetimes he dtill
“wondered within himsdlf what thisvison
which he had seen meant” (verse 17).

Later Peter redlized the dgnificance of
therevelation. It wasthat “ God has shown
methat | should not call any man common
or unclean” (verse 28). Recognizing the
redl intent of thevision, Peter baptized the
first gentiles (non-lsradlites) God cdled
into the Church (verses 45-48).

Thisdivine disclosure, we see from
reading further in the account, did not con-
cernfood a dl. Rather, it concerned peo-
ple Becausethe Jewish rdigiousleaders at
thetime of Christ had erroneoudy consid-
ered gentilesto be unclean, thisdrametic
vision righted acommon misperception
that had cometo affect Peter and other
members of the Church. It demonstrated
that God was beginning to offer salvation
to members of any race. Gentileswhom
God was calling were now welcomed into
the Church.

Far from abolishing God'singtructions
againg eating unclean mests, these verses
show that, about adecade after Christ’s
degth, Peter had “ never eaten anything
common or unclean”

Does the New Testament Abolish Meat Distinctions?

Peter obvioudy had not assumed that
God had annulled His own food laws or
that Christ’s desth and resurrection ren-
dered them obsolete. From Peter’'sown
wordswe seethat he continued to faithfully
follow thoselaws.

Nor do wefind any evidencethat he ate
unclean meats after thisexperience. He
obvioudy continued to obey God'slaws
delineating meatsthat could and could not
be eaten and saw no reason to change his
practice. Heredlized that the puzzling
vision could not beannulling God's
ingructions, whichiswhy he“thought
about thevison” until he understood its
meaning (verses 17-19, 28)—that gentiles
could become members of the Church, too
(verses 34-35, 45-48).

Food controversy in the Church

When reading through the New Testa-
ment, we do find referencesto acontro-
versy inthe early Churchinvolving food.
A careful examination of the Scriptures,
however, revedstheissueto be different
from what many assume.

In 1 Corinthians 8 the gpostie Paull
discussed “the eeting of things offered to
idols’ (verse4). Why wasthisan issue?

“Meat was often sacrificed on pagan
dtarsand dedicated to pagan godsin
Paul’s day. Later this meat was offered
for sdein the public meat markets. Some
Chrigtianswondered if it were mordly
right for Christiansto est such mest that
had previoudy been sacrificed to pagan
gods’ (Nelson'sNew lllustrated Bible
Dictionary, 1995, “Meat”).

[t isinteresting, though not conclusive,
to notethat in Acts 14:13, the only passage
inwhich thetype of animd sacrificed to
idolsismentioned, it was oxen—clean
animals—that were about to be offered.

This controversy was not over the kinds
of meat that should be eaten. Obedient
Jews of the day, in accordance with God's
ingruction, did not consider unclean meat
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even to be apossible source of food.
Insteed, the controversy dedlt with the
conscience of each believer.
Paul explained that “ an idol isnothing”
(1 Corinthians 8:4), dlarifying that it was
permissibleto eat meststhat had been sac-
rificed toanidol. That an anima had been
sacrificed to apagan god had no bearing on
whether the meat was suitable for food.
Paul continued: “However, thereisnot
in everyonethat knowledge; for some, with
consciousness of theidol, until now et it
asathing offered to anidol; and their con-
science, being week, isdefiled. But food
does not commend usto God; for neither
if we ect arewe the better, nor if we do
not eat arewetheworse” (verses 7-8).
When abeliever bought mest inthe
market or wasinvited to amesl a which
meat was served, it was not necessary to
determine whether anyone had offered it to
anidol, said Paul (1 Corinthians 10:25-27).
His concern wasthat the brethren be con-
Siderate of otherswho believed differently.
Hetaught that in such casesit was better
for them not to eat mest than to risk caus-
ing offense (1 Corinthians 8:13; 10:28).
The question of mest sacrificed toidols
was aconsderable controversy in New
Testament times. It isthe foundation of
many of Paul’sdiscussionsof Chrigtian
liberty and conscience. Unlike God'slaw
of clean and unclean animals, which was
sraightforwardly recorded in the Old Tes-
tament, the Hebrew Scripturesdo not dis-
cussthematter of food offered toidols.
But, in the firgt-century world of the New
Testament, thisissue varied in Sgnificance
and importance to members according to
their conscience and understanding.

The timing of Paul'’s letters

The chronologica relaionship between
Paul’s|ettersto the membersin Corinth
and his correspondence with thosein Rome
isanother important piece of background
information people often overlook.

Many believe Romans 14 supportsthe
ideathat Chrigiansare freefrom dl former
restrictions regarding the meatsthey may
edt. Verse 14, in which Paul wrote, “I know
and am convinced by the Lord Jesusthat
thereisnothing unclean of itsdf; buttohim
who considers anything to be unclean, to
himitisunclean,” isoften cited asaproof
text for thisview (see“Understanding
‘Unclean’ inRomans 14,” page 6).

Thisapproach, however, failsto con-
sider Paul’s perspective and the context of
hisletter to the Roman church. Many Bible

resources agreethat Paul wrote the book

of 1 Corinthiansaround A.D. 55 and that
he wrote hisepigtle to the Romansfrom
Corinthin 56 or 57. Asdemongtrated
above, thefood controversy in Corinth was
over meet sacrificed toidols. Since Paul
waswriting to the Romans from Corinth,
wherethis had been asignificant issue, the
subject was fresh on Paul’smind and isthe
logicd, biblically supported basisfor his
commentsin Romans 14.

Understanding Paul’s intent

Thosewho assumethe subject of
Romans 14 isaretraction of God'slaw
regarding clean and unclean animals must
forcethisinterpretation into the text
becauseit hasno biblica foundation. The
historical basisfor the discussion appears,
from evidence in the chapter itsdlf, to have
been meat sacrificed toidols.

Verse 2 contragts the onewho “egts only
vegetables’ with the onewho believes“he
may et dl things’—mesat aswell asveg-
etables. Verse 6 discusses egting vs. not eat-
ing and isvarioudy interpreted asreferring
to fasting (not egting or drinking), vegetari-
anism (consuming only vegetables) or est-
ing or not eating mesat sacrificed toidols.

Verse 21 showsthat meat offered to
idolswas the dominant issue of this chap-
ter: “Itisgood neither to eat meat nor
drink wine nor do anything by which your
brother stumbles or is offended or ismade
weak.” Romans of the day commonly
offered both meat and wineto idols, with
portions of the offerings later sold in
the marketplace.

The Life Application Bible comments
onverse 2 “ Theancient system of sacri-
ficewas at the center of thereligious,
socid, and domedtic life of the Roman
world. After asacrificewas presented to a
god in apagan temple, only part of it was
burned. The remainder was often sent to
the market to be sold. Thusa Chrigtian
might easily—even unknowingly—buy
such meat inthe marketplace or egt it at
the home of afriend.

“Should a Christian question the source
of hismeat? Some thought there was noth-
ing wrong with eating mest that had been
offered toidols becauseidolswere worth-
less and phony. Others carefully checked
the source of their meat or gave up meat
atogether, in order to avoid aguilty con-
science. The problem was especidly acute
for Christianswho had once been idol wor-
shipers. For them, such astrong reminder
of their pagan days might wesken their
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newfound faith. Paul also dealswith this
problemin 1 Corinthians 8.

What isthe point of Paul’singtruction
in Romans 14? Depending upon thelr
consciences, early believershad severa
choicesthey could makewhiletraveling
or residing in their communities. If they
did not want to eat meet that had been sac-
rificed toidals, they could chooseto fast or
eat only vegetablesto make sure they did
not consume any meet of suspicious back-
ground that might offend their consciences.
If their consciences were not bothered by
egting mest sacrificed toidols, they could
choosethat option, too. Within this context,
said Paul, “1et each befully convincedin
hisownmind” (verse 5) because “whatever
isnot fromfathissin” (verse 23).

Romans 14 is, in part, achapter on
Chrigtian liberty—acting according to
one's conscience within the framework of
God'slaws asthey pertained to meat sacri-
ficed toidols. Understood inits context,
Romans 14 does not convey permission to
egt pork or any other unclean meet. When
one understandsthat the food controversy
of the New Testament eradealt with mesat
sacrificed to idols and not which mests
were clean, other scriptures become clear.

Debate over ceremonial cleansing

Another often-misunderstood passage
isMark 7:18-19. Here Jesus said: “Doyou
not perceive that whatever entersaman
from outside cannot defile him, because
it does not enter hisheart but his stomach,
andisdiminated, thus purifying all
foods?’ The subject here—made obvious
from verses 2-5—was unwashed hands,
not which megts could be eaten. The puri-
fication of food referred to theway the
body’s digestive process €liminates minor
impurities such asthose that might be
present from eating with unwashed hands.

The Pharisees, like Jesus and His disci-
ples, ate only meat the Scriptures specified
as clean. They objected, however, when
Jesus and Hisdisciplesdid not go through
the Pharisees customary ritua of meticu-
loudy washing their hands before egting.

Jesus, whose hands were sufficiently
cleanfor eating, even if not clean enough
to meet the Pharisees humanly devised
standards—explained that the human body
was designed to handle any small particles
of dugt or dirt that might enter it dueto han-
dling food with handsthat hadn’t been ritu-
aly washed. Hefurther suggested that, if
the Pharisees were serious about wanting
to obey God, they needed to revise their



priorities. Cleansing one'sthoughts, He said,
iseminently more spiritualy important than
washing one's hands (verses 20-23).

Questionable interpretations

The New Internationa Verson of the
Bible rendersthelatter part of verse 19:
“(Insaying this, Jesus declared al foods
‘clean’).” The New American Standard
Biblesimilarly offers. “(Thus He declared
al foodsclean.)” Thesetrandations stand
in gtark contrast to the King Jamesand
New King Jamesversons, which indicate
that the bodily digestive process purifies
food as opposed to Jesus making apro-
nouncement reversing God'slawson
which meatsto eat. Which interpretation
iscorrect?

TheKing James and New King James
renditions best fit the context, which con-
cerns egting with ceremonially unwashed
hands rather than deciding which kind of
fleshissuitableto be eaten. They dso best
fit the New Testament culture wherein
Jaws and Chrigtians ate only clean mests.

Noticethat in boththe NIV and NASB
the latter part of verse 19isin parentheses,
asthough Mark isexplaining Chrigt’s
words. Thisisobvioudy aninterpretation
of the origind wording of Mark’s Gospel.
Inthe origina Greek thewords*In saying
this, Jesusdeclared” (NIV) and “ ThusHe
declared” (NASB) are not present; tranda
tors have added them to explain what they
think Mark intended and asaresult have
placed their own preconceived and mis-
taken interpretations on Jesus words.

Putting together al the scriptureson the
subject helps us properly understand the
biblical perspective (See* How Should We

Understand Scripture?,” page 5). When
we see from passages such asActs 10,
discussed earlier, that Peter states he had
egten no unclean mest about a decade after
Chrigt’sdesth, it becomes obviousthat the
apostles did not believe He had abolished
the commands against egting unclean
meats. Such aview simply cannot be
sustained inthelight of plain scriptures

to the contrary.

No New Testament passages describe
Christians eating meets that had been con-
sidered unclean; such aview isglaringly
absent inthe Bible. On the contrary, we
find many scripturesin which the gpostle
Paul vigoroudy and repeatedly upholds
adherenceto God'slaws (Acts 24:14; 25:8;
Romans 3:31; 7:12, 22), asdid James, the
half brother of Chrigt (James 2:8-12; 4:11),
and John (1 John 3:4). Violating God's
laws regarding clean and unclean would
have been unthinkable to them.

Colossian controversy clarified

When Paul wrote that Chrigtians should
“let no onejudgeyouinfood or in drink, or
regarding afestival or anew moon or sab-
baths” (Colossians 2:16), some assumethe
believers hewas addressing were edting
pork and other mests previoudly considered
unclean. Again, the Bible nowhere supports
this assumption.

Inredlity, theissue of clean and
unclean meatsis nowhere addressed in
this passage. Paul doesn't discusswhich
foods the Colossians were consuming;
the Greek word brosis, trand ated “food,”
refersnot to food itsdlf but rather to “the
act of eating” (Mine's Complete Exposi-
tory Dictionary of Old and New Testament

\Words, 1985, p. 245, emphasis added).

Some other trandations make this clesr.
The Twentieth Century New Testament,
for example, trandatesthisas“ Do nat,
then, allow any oneto take you to task
on questions of eating and drinking . . ”

Although many assumethat Paul’scriti-
cismisdirected at teacherswho advocated
Old Testament practices (such asfollowing
thelaw and practicing circumcision), no
biblica evidence supportsthisview. How-
ever, we should recognize that perversons
of proper biblica practice abounded at the
time, both in Judaism and the emerging
early Church. Asthe International Slan-
dard Bible Encyclopaedia explains. “ There
ismorethan Judaismin thisfaseteaching.
Itsteacherslook to intermediary spirits,
angelswhom they worship; and insist
onavery drict asceticism” (1939 edition,
“Epistleto the Colossians’).

The fa se teaching Paul condemned
contained many elements of asceticism—
avoidance of anything enjoyable—which
wasintended to makeitsfollowers more
spiritual. Notice hisingructionsto the
Colossans. “ Therefore, if you died with
Chrigt from thebasic principles of the
world, why, asthough living in theworld,
do you subject yoursdlves to regul ations—
‘Do not touch, do not taste, do not handle,
which dl concern thingswhich perish with
the using—according to the command-
ments and doctrines of men? Thesethings
indeed have an gppearance of wisdomin
sdf-imposed religion, false humility, and
neglect of the body, but are of no vaue
againgt the indulgence of the flesh”
(Colossans 2:20-23).

From thiswe see the ascetic nature of

-

Not Only a Matter of Diet

~

the Bible do we find an example of a servant of God or fol-

lower of Jesus Christ eating the flesh of an unclean animal. If
atany time the distinctions between clean and unclean meats had
ceased to exist, shouldn’t that have been made clear in the Bible
through the example of God's servants?

On the contrary, well into the time of the early Church we find
Christ’s followers scrupulously avoiding eating animal flesh that
God had revealed as being unclean (Acts 10:14; 11:8).

Prophecies of the time of the end make the same distinctions
(Revelation 18:2; Isaiah 66:15-17).

But there's more to the matter than diet. A thorough study of
the Bible helps us understand other dimensions to the significance
of the distinctions between clean and unclean meats.

F rom cover to cover, from Genesis to Revelation, nowhere in

God's Word describes the flesh of unclean animals as an
"abomination” (Leviticus 11:10-13, 20, 23, 41-42) and “detestable”
(Deuteronomy 14:3)—and in that light we are warned against
consuming such meat (Leviticus 11:43). Strong language, but the
lesson is that we need to accept all aspects of the Bible, including
the basic food laws in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14.

In instituting the sacrificial system for ancient Israel, God com-
manded many specific sacrifices involving animals. Nowhere,
however, does He command or allow the sacrifice of an unclean
animal, nor is there a record of any of God's servants ever sacrific-
ing such an animal to Him. Such a sacrifice would have joined the
holy with that which God had designated unclean and defiled. It
would have been simply unthinkable to a true servant of God
because it would have been an affront to the Creator Himself.

J
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Which Animals Does the Bible D

suitable and unsuitable for human consumption in Leviti-

cus 11 and Deuteronomy 14. Although the lists aren't
exhaustive, He reveals guidelines for recognizing animals that are
acceptable for food.

God states that cud-chewing animals with split hooves can be
eaten (Leviticus 11:3; Deuteronomy 14:6). These specifically include
the cattle, sheep, goat, deer and gazelle families (Deuteronomy
14:4-5). He also lists such animals as camels, rabbits and pigs as
being unclean, or unfit to eat (Leviticus 11:4-8). He later lists such
“creeping things” as moles, mice and lizards as unfit to eat (verses
29-31), as well as four-footed animals with paws (cats, dogs, bears,
lions, tigers, etc.) as unclean (verse 27).

He tells us that salt- and freshwater fish with fins and scales may

God reveals which animals—including fish and birds—are

be eaten (verses 9-12), but water creatures without those charac-
teristics (catfish, lobsters, oysters, shrimp, crabs, clams, mussels,
squid, frogs, octopi, etc.) should not be eaten.

God also lists birds and other flying creatures that are unclean
for consumption (verses 13-19). He identifies carrion eaters and
birds of prey as unclean, plus ostriches, storks, herons and bats.

Birds such as chickens, turkeys and pheasants are not on
the unclean list and therefore can be eaten. Insects, with the
exception of locusts, crickets and grasshoppers, are listed as
unclean (verses 20-23).

Why does God identify some animals as suitable for human con-
sumption and others as unsuitable? God didn't give laws to arbi-
trarily assert control over humans. He gave His laws (including
those of which meats are clean or unclean) “that it might be well”

Clean Animals

Animals That Chew the Cud and

Part the Hoof

Mackerel (or cobia)

Mahimahi (or dorado, dolphinfish
[not to be confused with the
mammal dolphin])

Quiail

Sagehen

Sparrow (and other songbirds)
Swan*

Minnow Teal
Antelope Mullet Turkey
Bison (buffalo) Perch (or bream) I
Caribou Pike (or pickerel or jack) nsects

Cattle (beef, veal)

Pollack (or pollock or Boston bluefish)

Types of locusts that may include crickets

and grasshoppers

Deer (venison) Rockfish

Elk Salmon .

Gazelle Sardine (or pilchard) UnCIGan An|mals

Giraffe Shad . .

Goat Silver hake (or whiting) Animals With Unclean

Hart Smelt (or frost fish or ice fish) Characteristics

lbex Snapper (or ebu, jobfish, lehi, onaga, Swine

Moose opakapaka or uku) Boar

Ox Sole p

Reindeer Steelhead eccary

Sheep (lamb, mutton) Sucker Pig (hog, bacon, ham, lard, pork,

! sunfish most sausage and pepperoni)

Fish With Fins and Scales Tarpon Canines

Anchovy Trout (or weakfish) Coyote

Barracuda Tuna (or ahi, aku, albacore, bonito Dog

Bass or tombo) Fox

Black pomfret (or monchong) Turbot (except European turbot) Hyena

Bluefish Whitefish Jackal

Bluegill Wolf

Carp Birds With Clean Characteristics

Cod Chicken Felines

Crappie Dove Cat

Drum Duck Cheetah

Flounder Goose Leopard

Grouper Grouse Lion

Grunt Guinea fowl Panther

Haddock Partridge Tiger

Hake Peafowl

Halibut Pheasant Equines

Hardhead Pigeon Ass

Herring (or alewife) Prairie chicken Donkey

Kingfish Ptarmigan Horse

*In the King James Version, Leviticus 11:18 and Deuteronomy be a mistranslation. The original word apparently refers to a kind

14:16 list “swan” among unclean birds. However, this seems to  of owl and is so translated in most modern Bible versions.
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with those who seek to obey Him (Deuteronomy 5:29).

Although God did not reveal the specific reasons some animals
may be eaten and others must be avoided, we can make generalized
conclusions based on the animals included in the two categories.

In listing the animals that should not be eaten, God forbids the
consumption of scavengers and carrion eaters, which devour other
animals for their food.

Animals such as pigs, bears, vultures and raptors can eat (and
thrive) on decaying flesh. Predatory animals such as wolves, lions,
leopards and cheetahs most often prey on the weakest (and at
times the diseased) in animal herds.

When it comes to sea creatures, bottom dwellers such as lobsters
and crabs scavenge for dead animals on the sea floor. Shellfish such
as oysters, clams and mussels similarly consume decaying organic

esighate as ‘Clean’ and ‘Unclean’?

matter that sinks to the sea floor, including sewage.

A common denominator of many of the animals God desig-
nates as unclean is that they routinely eat flesh that would sicken
or kill humans. When we eat such animals we partake of a food
chain that includes things harmful to humans.

As nutritionist David Meinz observes: “Could it be that God, in
His wisdom, created certain creatures whose sole purpose is to
clean up after the others? Their entire ‘calling’ may be to act exclu-
sively as the sanitation workers of our ecology. God may simply be
telling us that it's better for us believers not to consume the meat
of these trash collectors” (Eating by the Book, 1999, p. 225).

The following list, based on Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14,
identifies many of the animals God designates as clean and
unclean. The list uses their common names.

Mule Marlin Cuckoo
Onager Paddlefish Eagle
Zebra (quagga) Shark Flamingo
Other Stickleback Grebe
Armadillo Squid Grosbeak
Badaer Sturgeon (includes most caviar) Gull
Bearg Swordfish Hawk
. Heron

Eeavelr Shellfish Kite

ame Abalone Lapwin
Elephant Clam Logn g
Gorilla Crab Magpie
Hare Lobster Ostrich
Hippopotamus Mussel owl
Kangaroo . Prawn Parrot
Llama (alpaca, vicufia) Oyster Pelican
Mole Scallop Penguin
Monkey Shrimp Plover
Mouse Rail
Muskrat Soft body Raven
Opossum Cuttlgflsh Roadrunner
Porcupine Jellyfish :

. : Sandpiper
Rabbit Limpet Seaqull
Raccoon Octopus st orgk
Rat Squid (calamari) swallow
Rhinoceros Swift
Skunk Sea mammals Wi

Iohin Vulture
Slug Dolp
Snail (escargot) Otter Wateéhenk
Squirrel Porpoise Woodpecker
Wallaby Seal Reptiles
Weasel Walrus Alligator
Wolverine Whale Caiman
Worm . Crocodile
All insects except some in the locust Bir g\lsbg:r c.‘)’;;ey, Scavengers and Others Lizard
family Bat Snake
Marine Animals Without Scales Bittern Turtle
and Fins Buzzard Amphibians
Fish Condor Blindworm
Bullhead Coot Frog
Catfish Cormorant Newt
Eel Crane Salamander
European turbot Crow Toad
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the error Paul was combating. Thefase
teachers deluded attempt to attain greeter
spirituality included “ neglect of the body”
(verse 23). Paul characterized their mis-
guided rules as* Do not touch, do not
taste, do not handle”’ (verse 21). Their
efforts created only a“fase humility”
(verse 23) and were destined to fall
because they were based on “the com-
mandments and doctrines of men” (verse
22) rether than God'singtruction.

Paul admonished the church a Colosse
not to listen to the ascetics. Rather than
abrogating God'slaws concerning
unclean mests—which some people
incorrectly read into this passage—Paull
isingtructing the Colossian members not
to concern themsel ves with ascetic teach-
erswho criticized the manner inwhich
the Colossians enjoyed God'sfegtivals
and Sabbaths. Such enjoyment, dthough
condemned by thesefalseteachers, is
perfectly acceptableto God. (For further
understanding, please request the two
free booklets God'sHoly Day Plan: The
Promise of Hope for All Mankind and
nset to Sunset: God's Sabbath Rest.)

Inthissection of Colossians Pall
encouragesthe Church to hold fagt to its
teachings and proper understanding; itis
not atrestise on which foodsto eat or on
which daysto worship God. We must be
careful not to read preconceived notions
into these or any other scriptures.

Misunderstood instructions
to Timothy

Still another part of Paul’ swritings that
isoften misunderstood is 1 Timothy 4:3-5,
where he speaks of fdseteachers“forbid-
ding to marry, and commanding to abstain
from foodswhich God crested to be
received with thanksgiving by those who
believe and know thetruth. For every
cregture of God isgood, and nothing isto
berefusedif it isreceived with thanksgiv-
ing; for it is sanctified by theword of God
and prayer.”

What was the motivation of thesefase
teachers? Did Paul warn Timathy against
teacherswho would advocate keeping the
biblica laws concerning clean and unclean
megats? Or was something else a work?

We know Paul told Timothy that God
inspired the Old Testament scripturesto
be*“profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
for correction, for ingtruction in righteous-
ness’ (2 Timothy 3:16), so thenation
is't credible that Paul would caution
Timothy againgt adhering to instructions

found in those same scriptures.

On the other hand, Paul’swords show
ustherea problem: Theseteacherswere
demanding that people follow commands
not found in the Bible. They were“forbid-
ding to marry,” yet marriageis encour-
aged, not discouraged, in the Scriptures.
They wereadso “commanding to abstain
from foodswhich God crested to be
received with thanksgiving by those
who believe and know thetruth.”

TheLifeApplication Bible helpsus
understand the background of the problem
Paul addressed here: “ The danger that
Timothy faced in Ephesus seemsto have
comefrom certain peoplein the church
who werefollowing some Greek philoso-
pherswho taught that the body was evil
and that only the soul mattered. Thefdse
teachersrefused to believe thet the God
of creation was good, because hisvery
contact with the physical world would
have soiled him. . . [They] gave stringent
rules (such asforbidding peopleto marry
or to eet certain foods). Thismadethem
appear A f-disciplined and righteous”

Paul discussesthe true source of these
heretical teachingsin 1 Timothy 4:1:
Rather than being founded in the Bible,
these teachings originated with “ deceiv-
ing spirits and doctrines of demons”
Thuswe see the problemin 1 Timothy 4
was perverted worldly asceticism, not
obedienceto God'slawsthat define clean
and unclean mesats.

Paul’s assumption wasthat “those
who believe and know thetruth” (verse 3)
would be familiar with the scriptures that
identify which mestswere " sanctified [set
gpart] by theword of God” (verse5) for
our enjoyment. He encouraged Timathy to
remind them to let the Scriptures be ther
guideinstead of these ascetic teachers.

Asinthestuation Paul discussed in his
| etter to the Colossians, the problem Paul
addressed with Timothy was asceticiam,
not adherence to God's dietary laws.

A broader view of history

Aswe have seen, no scriptural evi-
dence exigsthat indicates that members
of theearly Church ever changed their
practice of following God'singructions
regarding clean and unclean mests.
Instead, we see the unambiguous words
of one of the apostlesthat show that, some
two decades after Christ’s death and resur-
rection, hehad * never esten anything
common or unclean.”

Doesthe Bible give usany other
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indication regarding when and for how
long these lawswereto remainin effect?
Let’'s st the present aside and movefor-
ward inthe history of humanity to the
coming time of Christ’sreturn to earth to
establish the Kingdom of God. A sharply
defined picture of Hiswill for the future
provides additiona understanding to help
guide usin the present.

Thebook of Revelation, in describing
the end-time eventsleading up to the
return of Chrigt, usesthe expresson“a
haunt for every unclean and hated bird!”
(Revelation 18:2). If clean and unclean
designations no longer exist, why did
Jesusingpirethis picturefor John?God is
condstent and unchanging (James 1:17;
Madachi 3:6; 4:4; Hebrews 13:8; Matthew
5:17-19). AnimasHe categorized as
unclean thousands of yearsago remain
uncleaninthefuture.

Another passagethat refersto thetime
of Jesus' return to earth presentsthispic-
ture: “For behold, the Lorp will come
with fireand with Hischariots, . . . the
Lorp will judgeadl flesh; and the dain of
the Lorp shdl be many. ‘ Those who sanc-
tify themsalves and purify themsdves, to
go to the gardens after anidol inthe midst,
eating swing sflesh and the abomination
and the mouse, shall be consumed
together, saysthe Lorp” (Isaiah 66:15
17). Herewe seethat, at Christ'sreturn,
esting unclean thingsis condemned and
those who do so will be punished.

Thebiblica postionisclear. Diginc-
tions between clean and unclean meets
exisgted long before the New Testament
waswritten; they werefollowed by the
leaders and other members of the early
Church; and they areto be observed even
by their successorsin the modern Church,
which “keeps the commandments of God
and hasthe testimony of Jesus Chrigt”
(Revelation 12:17).

Aswe have seen, they will continue
in effect and will be enforced by Jesus
Himsdf in the future. Eventhough firgt-
century Chrigtians struggled with their
consciences over mest sacrificed toidols,
the Bibleindicatesthat they lived in har-
mony with God'singtruction regarding
clean and unclean meats. Shouldn’'t we
asolivein harmony with those laws?

God designed and gave Hislawsfor
our benefit. Asthe apostle Paul wrote,
the " benefits of religion arewithout limit,
snceit holdsout promise not only for
thislife but dso for thelifeto come”

(1 Timothy 4:8, Revised English Bible).



Clean and Unclean Mesdts;
A Matter of Hedth?

Do science and medicine help us better understand why the Bible
designates some animals as unfit for human consumption?

did God, inthe
riptures, distinguish
een clean and
nclean meats—the ani-
als humans may or may
not eat? | sthere more to the story? Can
wefind ahedlth connection?

The specific reason God gave the
Israelitesfor forbidding them to eat any
unclean animals or even touching their
carcasseswasto “be holy, for | am holy”
(Leviticus 11:44-45). Here God does not
distinguish between clean and unclean
animals specifically for hedlth’'s sake.

However, thelarger context of Leviti-
cus and Deuteronomy includes many
issues of hedlth and hygiene. Thefour
chapters of Leviticusthat follow the
listing of clean and unclean meats deal
with precautions after childbirth and
the meansto identify and eliminate the
spread of communicable diseases. So the
distinctions between clean and unclean
mests appear in acontext of health and
well-being.

Are distinctions between clean and
unclean meats amatter of hedth? Did
God reved them as health guiddinesfor
the ancient Israglitesand, by extension,
for people today? Can consuming ani-
mals classified as unclean bring imme-
diate or long-term harm to our health?

Scholars offer their view

Many factors such asdiet, genetic
makeup, environment, exercise and good
and bad habits affect our hedth. However,
theological aswell as medical researchers
have recognized the benefits of following
the hedlth laws of Scripture.

Commenting on Leviticus11-15, The
Expositor’s Bible Commentary states:
“Ingenerd it can be said that the laws
protected Isragl from bad diet, dangerous
vermin, and communicable diseases.
Only in recent days have better laws of
hedlth been possible with the advance

of medicine. These were rule-of-thumb
lawsthat God gavein hiswisdomto a
peoplewho could not know the reason
for theprovison. ..

“The Hebrew was not only to avoid
egting unclean animals; he was not to
touch their dead carcasses. Thusthe laws
automaticaly helped control vermin.
Common unclean animals would be spi-
ders, flies, bugs, rats, and mice. A dead
rat in aHebrew house was not over-
looked. It was carefully taken out and
buried. In an effort to avoid such prob-
lems, the Hebrew housewife would
normally keep aclean house. ..

“Itis, of course, truethat some cultures
have adopted smilar rules out of sad
experience. The[Old Testament] did not
get itstaboos from surrounding cultures,
but some other culturesin later times
adopted by experience some of these
taboos. . . Thelavswerewonderfully
fashioned by God for the genera hedlth
of thenation” (R. Laird Harris, Val. 2,
1990, p. 569).

Theology professor Roland K. Harri-
sonwrites: “ The classification of animal
speciesinto clean and unclean categories
(Lev. 11:1-47) isdgnificant because,
being part of the Pentateucha medical
code, it congtituted the basis of dietary
regulationsthat are till adhered to by
orthodox Jews and by those Gentileswho
are concerned with maintaining good
physica hedth.

“This categorizing isalso important
inview of thefact that it isuniquein the
annals of Near Eastern literature because
itsemphasisis not so much upon the
avoidance of magica practices associated
with certain anima species as upon the
positive delineation of dietary principles
intended to insure the physica well-
being of theindividual and the nation
aikethrough aconsistent [preventative]
approach” (Introduction to the Old
Testament, 1999, p. 603).

Doctors offer their view

Do the health laws of the Bible
have afoundation in medical fact? S.l.
McMillen, M.D., and David E. Stern,
M.D., summarize their view of thelaws
God reveded to the | sradlites:

“For centuries epidemics had killed
thousands of Egyptians and Hebrews.
Ancient trestmentsrarely helped. Often
the ‘ cure’ was worse than the diseases.
Yet here [Exodus 15:26] God made afan-
tastic promise—freedom from diseases.

“God then gave Moses many hedlth
rules, filling awhole section of the Bible
... Mosesrecorded hundreds of hedlth
regulations but not asingle current
medical misconception.

“Thousands have died through the
centuries, however, because doctors
ignored the biblica rules. Finaly, when
doctorsread and tried these guidelines,
they quickly discovered how to prevent
the spread of epidemics. ThusMoses
could be called the father of modern
infection control. Even today we are ill
benefiting from God's 3,500-year-old
ingtructions’ (None of These Diseases.
The Bible's Health Secretsfor the 21t
Century, 2000, p. 11).

Rex Russl, M.D., adds: “Aswelook
at modern science and nutrition, we will
findthat . . . thereisan amazing overlap
between God's origind laws of clean and
unclean and solid hygienic principles. . .
Scripture and medical research agreethat
modern lifestyleslived without reference
to God'slaws and design shorten lifeand
hasten death” (What the Bible Says About
Healthy Living, 1999, pp. 14, 16).

Nutritionist David Meinz saysthat,
even though we may not understand all
aspects of thebiblical dietary laws, we
would bewiseto follow them.

“Much of thewisdom revedled inthe
Bible now makes senseto usfrom our
modern perspective” he says, “but should

Clean and Unclean Meats: A Matter of Health? 13



that mean wewon't consider the areasthat
haven't yet been scientifically proven?

“We've only discovered that animd fat
isbad for usinthelast 50 years. Tothe
Chrigtian acentury ago, thedirectivein
Leviticus 3:17 to avoid anima fat madeno
senea dl. Yetit'sdear to ustoday. What
if theré'ssomething in lobster that'sharm-
ful to our hedth?Whet if wedon't dis-
cover what it isuntil 50 yearsfrom now?
Do werequire scientific proof beforewe
givethe Biblethe benefit of the doubt?”
(Eating by the Book, 1999, p. 226).

Reginald Cherry, M.D., comments
onwhy medical doctorsand researchers
have cometo agree with the Bible's
instruction not to est fat.

“Why isthisprohibition against fat so
important for us?” he asks. “Over 53 per-
cent of peoplein largeindustrialized coun-
triesdie of heart disease. Heart diseaseis
most commonly caused by fat deposits
that build up in the arteries, often begin-
ning intheteenageyears’ (TheBible
Cure, 1998, p. 34, large-print edition).

Cultural taboos or divine revelation?

If some of the Bible'sdietary regula-
tions have been shown to offer proven
heglth benefits, what might that tell us
about its other indructions? Dr. Cherry
continues. “. .. The Old Testament . ..
overflowswith many revelaionsfrom God
about hygiene, hedthy foods, andthe. ..
prevention of diseases. Asamedica doctor
specidizing in preventative medicine,
| find the Old [ Testament] fascinating and
intriguing. Throughout its ancient Hebrew
text, onefinds many unveiled secretsand
mysteries concerning what we should est,
how to avoid contaminated and diseased

objects, and what natural substances can
be used to effect hedling . . .

“The Hebrews did not seek to know
more about anatomy, science, or the
natural order asdid their counterpartsin
the ancient civilizations of Egypt, Meso-
potamia, or Greece. Quite the contrary.
Anything that might be uncovered in the
ancient Hebrew texts of the Bible had to
come to them through divine, supernat-
ural knowledge revealed by God. So
what we shall unearth from the Old
[ Testament] does not arise from human
speculations on health and medicine but
rather from God's particular Word to us
about his pathway of hedling for us—His
cregtion. As Crestor, God knows more
about our bodies, His creation, than
we could ever discover either through
philosophy or science. . .

“Thelists of clean and unclean ani-
malsin Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy
14 have asignificance often ignored. Far
from being acatal og of food taboos based
onfad or fancy, these lisssemphasize
afact not discovered until lateinthe last
century [the 1800s] and till not generally
known: Animals carry diseases dangerous
toman” (Cherry, pp. 27, 30, 39).

Health risk to humans?

Dr. Russdll asks, “What isso good
about ‘ clean’ meats, and what is so bad
about ‘ unclean’ mests?’ He explainsthat
“the flesh of clean animals such as besf,
and fish that have scalesand fins, isided
for the hedth of humans—just aswe
would expect from the hand of aloving
Cresgtor ... Many land animas God
designed for food provide an additiona
benefit in that they generdly eat grasses

and grainsthat were also designed for
food” (Russdl, pp. 73-74).

In contragt, David Meinz summarizes
the potential hedlth risk of esting creetures
the Bible classifiesas unclean. “Almost all
of the cresturesontheunclean list are
scavengers,” he notes. “In many casesthey
don’t hunt for their own food; they eat the
dead and decaying matter of our environ-
ment. A catfish doesthat at the bottom of a
pond; lobstersand shrimp do it inthe
ocean. A pigwill est anything. Vultures,
amogt by definition, areknown for their
scavenger habits’ (Meinz, p. 225).

Dr. Russdll notesthat “the differences
between clean and unclean animas
appear to be related to their primary food
source and to their digestive systems.
Scavengersthat eat anything and every-
thing are not suitable for food, according
to the Bible. Animals described as clean,
and therefore good for food, primarily
est grassesand grains.

“...[But] notethat an animal doesn’t
have to be a scavenger to be unclean.
Horses and rabbits, for example, are
unclean because they do not have split
hooves. Although they are congdered to
be good food in some countries, sudies
have shown that horse megt often contains
viruses and parasites. Rabbits, asinnocent
asthey appear, arethe cause of tularemia
(aninfectious disease) in humans.

“Onereason for God'sruleforbidding
pork isthat the digestive system of apig
iscompletely different from that of acow.
Itissimilar to ours, inthat the somach is
very acidic. Pigsare gluttonous, never
knowing when to stop egting. Their stom-
ach acids become diluted because of the
volume of food, alowing all kinds of ver-

-

A Matter of Proper Cooking?

~

.

hat about the common view that God forbade the
Wlsraelites from eating pork so they wouldn't catch dis-

eases, such as trichinosis, from undercooked meat? Does
this view hold up under scrutiny?

Notice the conclusions of Rex Russell, M.D.:

"“Some people tell me that unlike people in Bible times, we
cook meat much better today, and that this renders even unclean
meats harmless. One Bible commentary claimed that pork was
forbidden in the Old Testament because it was eaten without
being cooked, thus passing trichinosis to humans. The author
thought that because we now cook meat, we no longer need to
follow that law.

“In my opinion this statement is incorrect. Sophisticated
ovens and cooking devices have been found in the most ancient

archaeological ruins, including most of the Israelites’ ruins.

“They understood that cooking meat is certainly important.
Can we safely assume that diseases caused by unclean animals
have disappeared because we now cook things better?...

“Even the microwave oven heats meat unevenly, allowing bac-
teria and parasites (such as trichinosis) to survive in meat. Many
outbreaks of vicious infections have developed in so-called cooked
food. If the food is unclean, don't count on cooking it to protect
you. Some of the most toxic poisons are not destroyed by heat.

" A sobering report from Scotland revealed that food poison-
ing by toxins, virus or bacteria occurred in spite of thorough
inspection at every stage of food preparation, including han-
dling and cooking” (What the Bible Says About Healthy Living,
1999, p. 80).
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min to passthrough this protective barrier.
Parasites, bacteria, viruses and toxins can
passinto the pig's flesh because of over-
eating. Thesetoxins and infectious agents
can be passed on to humans when they
et apig'sflesh” (Russdl, p. 76-77).

Don Colbert, M.D., adds: “Besides
being gluttons, swine are dso extremely
filthy animals. They will eat garbage,
feces, and even decaying flesh. All that
is eaten usually becomes part of the pig's
ownflesh. . .Asdefrom the diseases
routinely carried by swine, pork isalso
avery fetty meat. Thetoxinsin pork are
held especidly in thefat, which isnot
isolated from the mest as can bethe case
in lean beef, but rather, it is dispersed
throughout the meat” (What Would Jesus
Eat?, 2002, pp. 49-50).

Poison on a plate?

Dr. Russdl’s supporting evidence for
hisviewsisn't for thefaint of heart. He
writes. “In the United States, three of the
six most common food-borne parasitic
diseases of humans are associated with
pork consumption. Theseinclude toxo-
plasmosis, taeniasisor cydticercosis
(caused by the pork tapeworm Taenia
solium) and trichindllosis. . .

“It haslong been recognized that
the meat of shdllfish—shrimp, crabs,
lobsters, etc—is especially dangerous.

Many illnesses, including instant paraly-
Sis, devastate some people every day as
aresult of egting shellfish.

“Thelargest choleraoutbreak inthe
United States occurred in Louisanafrom
August through October 1986. (The
symptoms of choleraare explosive diar-
rhea, leading to rapid dehydration, uncon-
sciousness, hypotension and death.) What
did the stricken people eat? Theincrimi-
nating mealswere found toincluderice
noodleswith shrimp, pork, vegetables,
mussel soup, pig blood coagulated with
vinegar, and sdlty brine shrimp with
mixed vegetables.

“ Shdllfish can be placed in abody of
water that is contaminated with cholera
bacteria, and they will purify the water.
Shrimp, oysters, crab, scallops and mus-
sdsare particularly efficient at this. They
filter large volumes of water every day.
Sewage laden with chemicals, toxinsand
harmful bacteria, parasites and viruses
become concentrated in those shellfish.
The cause of choleraoutbreaksin several
areas has been traced to contaminated
shrimp, crab, oystersand clams.

“...Reading dl this, you might not
be surprised to learn that the state Legida
ture of California proposed alaw requir-
ing thefood industry to label shellfish
with amessage warning: ‘ Thisfood may
be dangerousto your hedlth! Why?Ina

single year, 50 deaths and many hospital-
izations were found to have been caused
by eating shellfish” (Russell, pp. 78-79).

What purpose do they serve?

If such creaturesweren't designed to
be eaten, why did God create them? Dr.
Russdl explains,

“For onething, they serve auseful role
just cleaning up the place. Many unclean
animals, however, notably pigsand shell-
fish, are unhedlthy becausetheir diet
consists of society’s disease-laden refuse.

“Asiswell known, pigswill eat any-
thing and everything. They were designed
to clean up decaying flesh and pollution.
Pigs have eaten Philadelphia’s garbage
and sawage for more than 100 years, sav-
ing the city $3 million ayear in landfill
costs. Thisisawise use of hogs. They are
designed to clean our environment.

“Even when stacked in cages, piglets
thrive on offal when only the piginthe
top cage receivesfood. Farmers have
increased their profits by feeding free raw
sawageto pigs. Chicken farmers often
keep ahog so they can dispose of deed
chickenswithout having to bury them”
(Russl, p. 81).

Some species of fish and shellfish per-
formasimilar rolein an aquatic environ-
ment. Dr. Russell notesthat “among
commonly eaten fish, catfish.. . . dways

-

A Telling Event From Jesus’ Ministry

~

between clean and unclean meats, even though, as we

have seen, no evidence for this exists in the Scriptures.
However, the Bible includes a report of a telling incident that
shows whether Jesus viewed pigs as suitable for food.

Before we examine that account, let's understand a part of
Christ's character—that He apparently was never wasteful.

On two occasions during His ministry Jesus miraculously multi-
plied a few fish and loaves of bread to feed large crowds that fol-
lowed Him—on one occasion 4,000 and on the other 5,000 strong
(Matthew 14:15-21; 15:32-38). But, in spite of an abundance of
food, Christ did not allow any of it to go to waste. “So when they
[the crowds] were filled, He said to His disciples, ‘Gather up the
fragments that remain, so that nothing is lost™ (John 6:12).

The disciples gathered up 12 baskets of leftover food after the
first of these miracles and seven after the second. He specifically
told His disciples not to allow any of it to be thrown away.

With the understanding that Jesus was compassionate and not
wasteful toward food, let's examine an incident involving Him
and some unclean animals—a large herd of pigs.

Mark 5:1-13 records that Jesus crossed the Sea of Galilee by
boat to the region of Gadara, a gentile (non-Jewish) area on the

M any people assume Jesus Christ abolished the distinctions

eastern shore. There He was met by a demon-possessed man from
whom He would shortly cast many evil spirits.

In this remarkable encounter, the demons requested that Jesus
send them into a herd of 2,000 swine feeding on a nearby hillside.
Jesus granted their request, and, when the demons entered the
swine, “the herd ran violently down the steep place into the sea,
and drowned in the sea” (verse 13).

Many have puzzled over this astounding incident in which
Jesus precipitated the destruction of a valuable herd of 2,000
pigs—enough to feed many thousands of people. Yet we should
not be surprised when we understand the biblical instruction that
these animals should never have been raised for food, and their
owner was acting in defiance of God's laws.

Beyond question is that Jesus didn’t consider the swine to be
suitable for food. The compassionate Savior of mankind, the one
who ordered scraps of bread and fish to be gathered up so none
would go to waste, would never have wasted such a valuable
resource had He considered the pigs to be an acceptable part of
the human diet.

Jesus is “the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews
13:8). Animals He viewed as unfit for human consumption 2,000
years ago remain unfit for us to eat in our day.
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show the highest levels of contamina:
tionin chemically polluted water. After
chemica spills, local fishermen are
warned not to eat catfish.

He citesthe example of apeach
farmer who sprayed histreeswith pesti-
cide, only to have arainstorm quickly
wash the chemica s off the trees.

“Therainwater containing the
recently applied insecticideraninto his
pond,” hewrites. “ The catfish did their
job, cleaning the water by sucking up
the pegticide; but because of their effi-
ciency, most of them floated to the top
of the pond dead. None of the fish that
had finsand scales died” (ibid.).

Even commercidly raised catfish are
apotentia hedthrisk, henotes. “ Con-
sumer Reportstested fish bought in
multiple marketsin the United States.
Fish are considered spoiled when bacte-
riacounts are greater than 10 million
per gram of flesh. Nearly dl catfish
had countsthat went off the scale at 27
million per gram, even when properly
prepared” (ibid.).

Dr. Russdl’'sconcluson?
“...Although swinehdp clean the earth,
and shdlfishand catfish areidedlly
designed to purify the water, we don't
want to et whet they clean up!” (ibid.)

Inlight of such seldom-publicized

facts, we can better understand and
gppreciate God' swords through Moses:
“Observe and obey dl these words
which | command you, that it may go
well with you and your children after
you forever, when you do what is good
and right in the sight of the Lorp your
God” (Deuteronomy 12:28).

For further help

If you have questions or comments
about the gpplication of biblical food
lawsto Chrigtians, please write to our
office nearest you listed on page 2 or
info@ucg.org. Our staff will beglad
to assist you.
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