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Introduction
The biblical discussion of clean and unclean foods belongs to a wider scriptural conversation about
holiness, covenant identity, worship, community boundaries, and obedience. Leviticus and
Deuteronomy distinguish animals Israel may and may not eat, while later New Testament passages
address purity, conscience, Gentile inclusion, and table fellowship. These texts should not be reduced
to the claim that ancient dietary law was simply an early form of modern nutrition. Their primary
significance is theological and covenantal. Related biblical images such as “living water,” the eye as
the lamp of the body, and the command to “be fruitful and multiply” also use physical realities to
communicate deeper questions of divine life, moral perception, allegiance, and human vocation. For
academic study, these passages are valuable because they demonstrate why interpretation must
begin with literary and historical context before moving to modern application. Science can illuminate
nutrition, hydration, vision, and reproduction, but it does not replace theological questions about
holiness, identity, worship, and responsibility.

Clean and Unclean Foods in the Hebrew Scriptures
Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14 place dietary rules within Israel’s covenant life. Land animals are
permitted when they both chew the cud and possess divided hooves, while aquatic creatures require
fins and scales. The texts also identify prohibited birds and distinguish among insects and other
creatures. These food categories form part of a much larger system that separates holy from common
and clean from unclean. “Unclean” should not automatically be translated as morally evil, poisonous,
or dirty in a modern hygienic sense. Ritual impurity can arise from childbirth, bodily discharge,
contact with a corpse, skin conditions, or certain animals, and some of these states are ordinary parts
of life rather than evidence of sin. The system regulates access to sacred space and shapes the
everyday discipline of covenant identity. For students, this distinction is essential because it prevents
a major interpretive error: treating ritual classification as though the biblical writers were simply
making medical claims about which foods are physically harmful.

The dietary laws also discipline ordinary consumption by placing limits around what may be eaten.
Meals become one way Israel practices belonging and obedience, reminding the community that
availability does not automatically create permission. For observant Jews, these commands continue
within a living tradition interpreted through halakhah, including rules for slaughter, blood removal,
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preparation, separation, supervision, and household practice. Christian interpretation should therefore
avoid presenting Torah as a primitive stage that later religion or science simply discarded (Douglas,
1966; Milgrom, 1991). Health explanations may sometimes overlap with particular practices, but they
cannot explain the entire system. Shellfish, for example, can carry risk under unsafe conditions, yet
many prohibited foods can be consumed safely and many permitted foods can also cause illness. The
explicit biblical setting is holiness, covenant, and distinction. This does not prevent contemporary
ethical or health reflection, but it does mean that such applications should come after, rather than
replace, the historical and theological meaning of the text.

How the New Testament Reframes Food and Purity
Mark 7 records Jesus disputing with religious leaders over handwashing, tradition, and defilement. His
central teaching is that moral corruption comes from what proceeds from the human heart rather
than from food entering the digestive system. Many Christian translations and interpreters
understand Mark’s parenthetical wording as declaring all foods clean, although scholars continue to
debate the grammar and the relationship between ritual washing and the Torah’s dietary
classifications. The passage clearly redirects attention toward moral purity, but it should not be used
to imply that Jewish food laws had been meaningless. Acts 10 adds another important text. Peter sees
a sheet containing animals and hears a command to kill and eat, yet the narrative’s explicit
interpretation concerns people: Peter is being prepared to enter the household of Cornelius, a Gentile,
and later explains that God taught him not to call any person profane or unclean. Food imagery
supports the larger transformation of community boundaries.

Paul’s letters and Acts 15 show that early Christian food questions remained closely connected to
conscience, idolatry, and fellowship. Romans 14 warns believers not to despise or judge one another
over food and sacred days. First Corinthians 8–10 discusses meat associated with idols and argues
that knowledge does not justify conduct that harms another person’s conscience or creates
participation in idolatrous practice. The Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 does not require Gentile converts
to adopt the whole Mosaic law but asks them to abstain from idolatrous pollution, sexual immorality,
blood, and meat from strangled animals. Interpreters differ over the precise background of these
requirements, but the broader point is clear: the early Christian discussion was shaped by how Jewish
and Gentile believers could share community life. The historical shift was theological and communal
rather than the result of later scientific discoveries about which foods were safe. That distinction
makes these passages useful for studying how religious communities negotiate continuity, change,
and identity.

Living Water and the Eye as the Lamp of the Body
John 4 uses water as a theological image while beginning with an ordinary physical need. Jesus meets
a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, asks for a drink, and then speaks of “living water.” The woman
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initially understands the phrase literally, but Jesus explains that the water he gives becomes a spring
leading to eternal life. The image draws on Israel’s scriptures, where God is described as the fountain
of living waters and restoration is pictured through life-giving streams. In John 7, the Gospel explicitly
connects living water with the Spirit. The symbol therefore joins physical thirst, divine provision,
spiritual life, and the breaking of social boundaries between Jews and Samaritans (Keener, 2003). The
passage is especially useful for students because it shows how biblical narratives often use
misunderstanding as a teaching device. A physical object remains real and important, yet the text
expands it into a theological symbol. Interpretation should therefore preserve both the concrete scene
and the metaphorical meaning.

The saying that “the eye is the lamp of the body” in Matthew 6 should likewise be read
metaphorically rather than as a medical statement. It appears between teachings about treasure and
serving God instead of wealth, which means that the image concerns desire, generosity, and moral
orientation. A “healthy,” “sound,” or “single” eye can suggest undivided purpose and generosity,
while an “evil eye” can carry associations with envy or stinginess. The saying therefore addresses the
perspective through which a person evaluates the world. Wealth, status, fear, or resentment can
distort judgment until self-interest appears morally clear. The metaphor should never be converted
into stigma against people with visual impairment because physical eyesight is not the subject of the
moral contrast (France, 2007). For contemporary study, the passage also offers a useful framework
for examining attention: what people repeatedly watch, desire, envy, or ignore can shape how they
interpret responsibility and value.

“Be Fruitful and Multiply” and Human
Responsibility
Genesis 1:28 presents fruitfulness and multiplication as a divine blessing and vocation within the
creation narrative. Humanity is created in the image of God and commissioned to fill the earth and
exercise dominion over other living creatures. The command belongs to the text’s celebration of life,
abundance, order, and responsibility. Dominion should not be interpreted as unlimited permission to
exploit the earth because Genesis 2 also presents human vocation through cultivation and care, while
later biblical laws protect land, animals, workers, and periods of rest. Biological reproduction remains
part of the original meaning, but biblical vocation cannot be reduced to the claim that every individual
must produce as many children as possible. Scripture includes unmarried people, infertility, adoption,
spiritual kinship, and forms of service not centered on biological parenthood. Jesus is unmarried, and
Paul speaks positively of singleness for some believers. These wider biblical patterns prevent the
verse from becoming a tool of shame or coercion.

Modern population and environmental questions are important, but Genesis does not supply one
numerical population policy for every society. Ecological pressure depends not only on population size
but also on consumption, land use, inequality, technology, distribution, conflict, and governance.
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Some regions face rapid growth and weak public services, while others confront aging populations
and decline. Ethical application therefore requires attention to health, consent, family resources, and
human rights. “Be fruitful and multiply” should never justify forced pregnancy, forced sterilization,
child marriage, or discrimination against people without children. Historical population policies have
often harmed poor, disabled, racialized, or colonized communities, which makes consent and dignity
central to responsible interpretation. For academic study, the passage demonstrates the difference
between the original literary meaning of a command and the complex process of applying ancient
scripture to modern demographic, environmental, and ethical questions. Interpretation must preserve
the text while resisting simplistic policy conclusions.

Principles for Responsible Biblical Interpretation
These passages show why responsible biblical interpretation requires several levels of analysis. First,
the reader should identify the literary context: food laws belong to covenant and holiness, living water
to Johannine theology, the healthy eye to teachings about treasure and allegiance, and fruitfulness to
creation and human vocation. Second, the historical and religious context should be considered,
including the continuing significance of Torah in Judaism and the diversity of Christian interpretations.
Third, later application should be distinguished from original textual meaning. A modern reader may
draw lessons about gratitude, health, environmental responsibility, generosity, self-control, or family
life without claiming that those applications are the one hidden meaning of the ancient text. Science
can illuminate biological aspects of food, vision, hydration, or reproduction, but theological
interpretation asks different questions. This layered approach makes the essay more useful as a study
source because it teaches students how to move from text to interpretation to application without
collapsing those stages into one another.

Conclusion
The Bible’s treatment of clean and unclean foods is primarily a matter of holiness, covenant identity,
and communal practice rather than a concealed modern nutrition code. Leviticus and Deuteronomy
establish dietary distinctions for Israel, while the New Testament reframes questions of purity,
conscience, and table fellowship through Jesus, Peter, Paul, and the inclusion of Gentiles. The related
images of living water, the healthy eye, and human fruitfulness show how scripture uses bodily
realities to express divine life, moral perception, and vocation. These texts become most
academically valuable when their historical and theological contexts are preserved before
contemporary applications are introduced. Such an approach respects the continuing significance of
Jewish interpretation, acknowledges diversity within Christianity, and prevents scientific claims from
being inserted where the biblical text does not make them. For students, the larger lesson is
methodological: careful interpretation distinguishes what the passage says in its context, how later
traditions understand it, and what responsible modern applications may follow from that
understanding.
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