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Introduction
The biblical discussion of clean and unclean foods belongs to a larger scriptural conversation about
holiness, covenant identity, worship, community boundaries, and the interpretation of divine
commands. The original essay correctly begins with Leviticus and recognizes that water and the “eye
as the lamp of the body” function metaphorically in the teachings of Jesus. It also makes several
inaccurate claims. The New Testament does not introduce a new list prohibiting pork, crab, or
shellfish because of scientific research. Jewish dietary laws continue to structure Jewish religious life,
while Christian traditions differ in how they understand their applicability after Jesus and the inclusion
of Gentiles. The assignment also moves beyond food to living water, moral perception, and the
command to “be fruitful and multiply.” These themes should not be forced into a biomedical
explanation. Each passage must first be read in its literary, historical, and theological context. This
essay therefore proceeds through four textual inquiries: the food laws, Jesus’s living water, the
healthy eye, and human fruitfulness and stewardship.

Textual Inquiry One: What Does Leviticus Mean by
Clean and Unclean Food?

The Covenant Setting
Leviticus addresses Israel as a people called to holiness within a covenant relationship with God. Its
instructions concern sacrifice, priesthood, bodily conditions, festivals, ethics, and distinctions between
holy and common or clean and unclean. “Unclean” does not always mean morally evil, poisonous, or
dirty in an ordinary hygienic sense. Ritual impurity can arise through childbirth, bodily discharge,
contact with a corpse, skin conditions, or certain animals. Some states are normal parts of life and
require time, washing, or ritual restoration rather than punishment for sin. The categories organize
access to sacred space and embody Israel’s distinct vocation. Food laws should therefore be
interpreted within a system of holiness rather than reduced to an ancient health manual.

Land Animals
Leviticus 11 permits land animals that both chew the cud and have a divided hoof. Cattle, sheep, and
goats meet both criteria. Animals meeting only one criterion, such as the camel or pig, are classified
as unclean for food. Deuteronomy 14 repeats the general pattern. The rule creates a recognizable
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taxonomy for Israel’s diet, although interpreters debate the symbolic logic behind the categories.
Some argue that permitted animals conform to ideal patterns of their domains; others emphasize
separation, identity, obedience, or practical associations. Scripture itself grounds the distinction finally
in God’s call for Israel to distinguish clean from unclean and to be holy.

Aquatic Animals
Creatures in the waters are permitted when they have fins and scales. Shellfish such as crabs, clams,
oysters, and shrimp do not meet the stated criteria and are therefore not kosher under the biblical
rule as developed in Jewish law. The text does not explain the restriction through cholesterol, allergy,
contamination, or later scientific discovery. Such foods can carry health risks if harvested or prepared
unsafely, but that observation does not establish the theological reason for the command. Many
prohibited species can be consumed safely, and permitted foods can also cause illness. Treating the
list as a perfect nutritional code oversimplifies both scripture and science.

Birds, Insects, and Other Creatures
Leviticus lists prohibited birds rather than giving one simple anatomical rule, and many are predators
or scavengers. Certain winged insects with jointed legs for hopping are permitted, while other
swarming creatures are prohibited. The chapter also addresses carcass contact and contamination of
vessels or food. These details show that the concern is not simply choosing a menu. It is a practice of
discernment woven into household life, bodily conduct, and communal worship. Repeated decisions
about food remind Israel that covenant identity is enacted through ordinary material life.

Holiness and Distinction
Leviticus 11 concludes by connecting food distinctions with God’s holiness: Israel is to distinguish
between the unclean and clean. The practice forms a people who learn that not every available object
is automatically theirs to consume. Dietary restraint becomes one way of embodying belonging and
obedience. This theological dimension remains central in Jewish observance. Kosher practice includes
not only animal categories but slaughter, blood removal, preparation, separation, supervision, and
rabbinic interpretation. A Christian analysis should describe this living tradition respectfully rather
than presenting Torah as a primitive stage that science or Christianity simply discarded. (Douglas,
1966)

How Does the New Testament Address Food?
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Jesus and Mark 7
In Mark 7, Jesus disputes with Pharisees and scribes about handwashing and tradition. He emphasizes
that moral defilement arises from the evil that proceeds from the human heart rather than from food
entering the digestive system. Many Christian translations and interpreters understand Mark’s
parenthetical comment as declaring all foods clean. Other scholars note grammatical and contextual
questions and distinguish the dispute over ritual handwashing from a direct cancellation of Torah.
Matthew’s parallel emphasizes the same moral teaching without the identical parenthetical form. The
passage is therefore foundational in Christian interpretation but should not be quoted as though every
community reads it in precisely the same way.

Peter’s Vision in Acts 10
Acts 10 describes Peter’s vision of a sheet containing animals and a command to kill and eat. Peter
objects that he has never eaten anything profane or unclean, and the voice tells him not to call
profane what God has made clean. The immediate narrative interpretation concerns people: Peter is
being prepared to enter the home of Cornelius, a Gentile, and later says that God showed him not to
call any person profane or unclean. Christian readers often see implications for food as well, but the
chapter’s explicit dramatic purpose is Gentile inclusion. Reducing the vision to permission to eat pork
misses the larger transformation of community boundaries.

Paul on Conscience and Community
Romans 14 addresses disagreements over eating and sacred days. Paul states his conviction that
nothing is unclean in itself, yet he also insists that believers must not despise, judge, or injure one
another over food. First Corinthians 8 and 10 discuss meat associated with idols. Knowledge that an
idol has no real divine status does not justify conduct that wounds another person’s conscience or
participates in idolatry. The governing principle is love and communal responsibility rather than
personal appetite alone. Christian freedom is not presented as permission to mock Jewish practice or
disregard another believer’s conviction.

The Jerusalem Council
Acts 15 addresses whether Gentile believers must be circumcised and keep the law of Moses. The
council does not impose full Jewish covenant practice on Gentiles but asks them to abstain from
things polluted by idols, sexual immorality, meat of strangled animals, and blood. Interpretation of
these requirements varies, including their relationship to Leviticus, table fellowship, and pagan
worship. The decision shows that the early church’s food questions involved communal unity among
Jewish and Gentile believers, not a change caused by modern nutrition research. (New Revised
Standard Version Updated Edition, 2021)
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Different Religious Conclusions
Judaism continues to regard the Torah’s dietary laws as covenantal obligations interpreted through
halakhah. Most Christian denominations understand Christians as not bound by the Levitical animal
classifications, drawing on Jesus, Acts, and Paul. Some Christian groups continue to avoid biblically
unclean animals, and individual believers may abstain for religious, cultural, ethical, or health
reasons. Responsible interpretation distinguishes these traditions rather than announcing one obvious
scientific answer. The central historical shift in Christianity concerns covenant and Gentile inclusion,
not the discovery that forbidden foods were suddenly safe.

What Can Food Laws Mean Today?
For observant Jews, kosher practice is not merely a symbolic lesson extracted from the past; it is an
ongoing religious discipline. For Christians who do not follow the Levitical list, the passages can still
teach that eating has spiritual and communal dimensions. Food connects people with labor, animals,
land, hospitality, inequality, and self-control. Yet contemporary ethical applications should not be
presented as though they are the single hidden meaning of Leviticus. Environmental care, humane
treatment, health, and gratitude may be informed by scripture, but interpretation should preserve the
text’s covenant context before extending it. (Milgrom, 1991)

Textual Inquiry Two: How Does Jesus Offer “Living
Water”?

The Conversation in John 4
In John 4, Jesus meets a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well and asks her for a drink. The encounter
crosses gender, ethnic, and religious boundaries. Jesus then speaks of “living water,” a phrase that
can mean fresh or flowing water in ordinary usage but becomes a metaphor for divine life. The
woman initially interprets the words materially and asks how Jesus can draw without a bucket. Jesus
explains that ordinary water leaves a person thirsty again, while the water he gives becomes a spring
leading to eternal life. The misunderstanding allows the Gospel to move from physical need to
spiritual revelation. (Keener, 2003)

Water in Israel’s Scriptures
Living water draws on a rich scriptural background. God provides water in the wilderness, prophets
describe God as the fountain of living waters, and visions of restoration feature life-giving streams.
Jeremiah criticizes the people for abandoning the fountain of living water and digging broken cisterns.
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Ezekiel sees water flowing from the temple and bringing life wherever it goes. Isaiah invites the
thirsty to come to the waters freely. John’s imagery therefore does not treat water as an arbitrary
Christian symbol. It draws on Israel’s language of creation, covenant, purification, wisdom, and divine
provision.

John 7 and the Spirit
John 7 records Jesus crying out during a festival: those who are thirsty should come to him and drink,
and rivers of living water will flow. The evangelist explicitly connects this language with the Spirit. The
image is not a promise that believers will never experience physical thirst or worldly suffering. It
describes divine life that originates in God and becomes active within the believer and community.
Eternal life in John is not only endless duration after death; it is participation in the life of God
beginning in the present.

Baptism and Living Water
Christian tradition naturally connects water imagery with baptism, cleansing, death and resurrection,
and entry into the community. John 4 itself does not reduce living water to the baptismal rite, but the
wider symbolism allows the passage to resonate with sacramental practice. Physical water remains
necessary and good; metaphor does not make bodily life unimportant. Jesus begins the conversation
as a thirsty traveler asking for actual water. The scene holds physical and spiritual need together,
preventing theology from becoming contempt for the body.

Thirst as Human Desire
The original essay interprets thirst as humanity’s endless pursuit of worldly desires. That can be a
valid spiritual application, but the text’s meaning is broader. Human beings thirst for belonging, truth,
reconciliation, dignity, and life. The Samaritan woman’s social and religious questions are taken
seriously rather than dismissed as material distraction. Jesus’s gift does not promise the immediate
disappearance of every problem. It creates a new source of identity and worship that is not controlled
by the old hostility between sacred locations. The woman then becomes a witness to her community,
showing that living water leads outward into testimony and relationship.

Textual Inquiry Three: What Does “The Eye Is the
Lamp of the Body” Mean?
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The Context of Matthew 6
Matthew 6:22–23 appears in the Sermon on the Mount between teaching about treasure and teaching
about serving God rather than wealth. The saying should therefore be read in relation to desire,
generosity, loyalty, and perception. Jesus says that if the eye is healthy or “single,” the body will be
full of light, but if the eye is bad, the body will be full of darkness. The passage is not a medical claim
that immune function or physical health depends on eyesight. It uses the eye as an image for the
orientation through which a person receives and evaluates the world. (France, 2007)

The Meaning of a “Healthy” or “Single” Eye
The Greek adjective translated “healthy,” “sound,” or “single” can carry the sense of sincerity,
undivided purpose, and generosity. In Jewish moral language, an “evil eye” can refer to envy or
stinginess, while a good eye can suggest generosity. This fits the surrounding instruction about
storing treasure and serving one master. The healthy eye may therefore describe a clear, generous,
undivided moral vision. It is not simply the ability to distinguish visually pleasant from unpleasant
objects. It concerns what a person values and how desire organizes the whole life.

Light, Perception, and Self-Deception
The warning becomes severe when Jesus asks what happens if the light within a person is darkness.
People can mistake distorted desire for moral clarity. Wealth, status, fear, or resentment can shape
perception so thoroughly that self-interest appears righteous. The metaphor suggests that vision is
never completely neutral. What a person attends to and treasures affects judgment. Moral formation
therefore requires more than gathering information; it requires examining the loyalties through which
information is interpreted.

The Body as an Integrated Life
In the saying, the eye affects the whole body. The metaphor presents the person as an integrated
moral agent. Perception guides movement and action; a distorted orientation sends the whole life into
darkness. This does not imply that blind or visually impaired people possess spiritual deficiency.
Biblical metaphor must not be converted into stigma against disability. The passage uses ordinary
visual experience symbolically, while its moral contrast concerns generosity and allegiance.
Contemporary readers should state this distinction explicitly.

Contemporary Application
Modern life competes constantly for attention through advertising, social media, status comparison,
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and political outrage. The “eye” can be applied to patterns of attention: what do people repeatedly
watch, desire, envy, or ignore? An undivided moral vision does not mean refusing complexity. It
means evaluating possessions and ambitions through devotion to God and concern for others. The
passage challenges a culture that calls accumulation enlightenment while leaving neighbors unseen.

Textual Inquiry Four: What Does “Be Fruitful and
Multiply” Require?

Genesis 1 and the Blessing of Life
Genesis 1:28 presents fruitfulness and multiplication as a divine blessing and commission to the first
human beings. Humanity is created in the image of God and charged with filling the earth, subduing
it, and exercising dominion over other living creatures. The command belongs to the creation
narrative’s celebration of life, order, abundance, and vocation. It is not addressed only to Adam and
Eve as a temporary emergency because they were the sole humans in a modern demographic sense.
Within the narrative, it establishes humanity’s generative role in creation.

Dominion Is Not Unlimited Exploitation
The meaning of dominion has been disputed. It cannot responsibly be interpreted as permission to
destroy ecosystems or treat animals and vulnerable people as disposable. Human rule is exercised by
creatures who bear the image of a just Creator and who are placed in a world repeatedly called good.
Genesis 2 describes the human vocation through cultivation and care. Biblical law later protects land,
animals, workers, and rest. Stewardship language is not a perfect substitute for every textual detail,
but it captures the accountability implied by delegated rule.

Fruitfulness Beyond Biological Reproduction
Marriage and children are honored throughout scripture, but biblical vocation cannot be reduced to
the claim that every individual must produce as many children as biologically possible. Scripture
includes unmarried people, infertility, adoption, spiritual kinship, and forms of service not centered on
biological parenthood. Jesus himself is unmarried, and Paul speaks positively of singleness for some
believers. Christian communities often interpret fruitfulness more broadly through discipleship,
service, creativity, justice, and the nurturing of life. This broader interpretation should not erase the
original reproductive meaning, but it prevents the verse from becoming a tool of shame or coercion.
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Population, Responsibility, and Justice
The original essay argues that overpopulation limits the command’s applicability. Population and
environmental pressure are important policy questions, but biblical interpretation should avoid
blaming human hardship simply on the number of people. Consumption, distribution, technology,
inequality, conflict, land use, and governance shape ecological impact. Some regions face rapid
growth and limited services; others face aging populations and decline. Reproductive decisions
involve health, conscience, family resources, culture, and rights. Genesis provides a theology of life
and responsibility rather than a single numerical population policy for every society.

Reproductive Ethics and Human Dignity
Fruitfulness should never justify forced pregnancy, forced sterilization, child marriage, denial of
healthcare, or discrimination against people without children. Historical population policies have often
targeted poor, disabled, racialized, and colonized communities. A biblical commitment to human
dignity requires consent, care for mothers and children, responsible parenthood, and social conditions
in which families can flourish. Communities should support children already living, caregivers, and
people facing infertility or pregnancy loss. The blessing of life is contradicted when reproduction is
celebrated in theory while families are abandoned materially.

Connecting the Four Inquiries
Food, water, sight, and fruitfulness are all bodily images, but scripture uses the body to communicate
covenant and spiritual meaning rather than oppose physical life. Food laws make holiness part of
daily consumption. Living water begins with thirst and opens into eternal life. The eye guides the
whole person through moral perception. Fruitfulness joins bodily generation with responsibility for
creation. None of these passages should be explained by attaching a modern scientific claim where
the text does not make one. Science can illuminate nutrition, vision, hydration, ecology, and
reproduction, but theological interpretation asks different questions about identity, worship,
allegiance, and vocation.

Principles for Responsible Biblical Interpretation
First, a passage should be read in its immediate literary context. Second, it should be located within
the historical and covenant setting of the book. Third, related passages should be compared without
assuming they all answer the same question. Fourth, Jewish and Christian traditions should be
represented accurately and respectfully. Fifth, metaphor should not be mistaken for anatomy or
public-health instruction. Sixth, contemporary application should be identified as application rather
than presented as the only original meaning. Finally, difficult passages should not be used to shame
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religious minorities, people with disabilities, those without children, or families making complex
decisions.

Conclusion
Leviticus classifies animals as clean and unclean within Israel’s covenantal practice of holiness. The
distinctions are not introduced or reversed by modern scientific research, and Jewish dietary law
remains a living religious tradition. Most Christian traditions interpret Jesus, Acts, and Paul as
releasing Gentile Christians from the Levitical food list, while the New Testament’s central concern is
also table fellowship, conscience, and inclusion. Jesus’s living water in John describes divine life and
the Spirit, not the elimination of physical thirst or all worldly difficulty. The healthy eye in Matthew 6
represents an undivided and generous moral orientation within teaching about treasure and service.
“Be fruitful and multiply” celebrates life and human vocation while requiring responsible rule rather
than unlimited exploitation or reproductive coercion. Read together, these passages show how
scripture uses ordinary bodily realities to form communities of holiness, generosity, life, and
accountable stewardship.
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