“The Lord called to Moses”: opening up Leviticus		Preached on 8 November 2015
I just wish I had studied and preached on Leviticus before. We (me anyway), we’re a bit scared of it. We sort of know what’s coming and what are we going to do with it? Yet Jews would want their children to know these texts, and we are still bound up with them in faith, however much yes Jesus the Christ in his Jewishness fulfilled the law and so took everything really into a new place. Leviticus is great, I reckon, because it nails, near the beginning of the Bible, some very basic issues to do with people like us being cared for by our holy and almighty God. Of course there are issues on which Leviticus will not sort out the details of what you and I should do, but on some issues, yes, Leviticus lays a foundation for “teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the man and woman of God may be equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).
So today, starting at the beginning, we are led to think about offerings. And what we need to do (and this will be the basic approach throughout I think) is to hear the word, to note the instructive details and to ask, without embarrassment, so what’s that about? And the asking what it’s about will sometimes do a little bit of looking back in Scripture (there’s not far to go, there’s only Genesis and Exodus in the canon) and we’ll have to do looking forward too, because that takes us all the way through to Jesus and all the way through to the 21st century.
This is week one, so a tiny bit of introduction before we jump in. Through the later part of the book of Exodus, Scripture lays out the plan and furnishing of the Tabernacle, a sort of tent in which they would guard the Ark of the Covenant. Exodus chapter 40 makes clear how because the people of Israel would be on the move, how would they keep meeting with God. Given that God had promised to be with them, there was instruction for how they on their side were to keep absolutely aware of that. And the anchoring of anyone’s meeting with God, of anyone knowing God close by, who lives to guide and transform us, is worship. The Tabernacle, also called “the Tent of Meeting”, was set up for worship....   [a picture to illustrate]
So how do we meet with God? What does the LORD require of us? This book begins by announcing, “The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said, Speak to the Israelites and say to them, when any of you brings an offering to the LORD, then ...” The first theme for meeting, chapters 1 to 3, is this business of bringing an offering.
Now there are lots of ways of preaching about offerings but there is something that is key here, and it emerges as we both look back from Leviticus and then forward. There is a problem in that what we offer to God is both our gift (we can do it) and the cause of our rejection. Offerings are good and yet also, alas, liable to be flawed. For looking back, when Abel in Genesis chapter 4 brought his offering to God and it was acceptable, as Cain brought his it was not deemed so. Why are you downcast, the Lord asks Cain. If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door. And then followed the murder of Abel, and his blood spilt on the ground and cried out to God. God has a requirement of us, but will we meet it? Alas no.
Yet looking forward from Leviticus, we go above all to Jesus, and Hebrews chapter 10 tells that when Christ came into the world, he said: “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased. Then I said, ‘Here I am – it is written about me in the scroll – I have come to do your will, O God...” [and then it is explained: v.10, “by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all”. It’s the same point. We can offer, but never sufficiently. Christ came so that all righteousness might be fulfilled.
What I’ve just drawn out is to say that Leviticus chapters 1 to 3 giving instructions about our offerings, these are to be taken on in the knowledge that what we may offer will be but a part of what God requires. But an offering is important, a freely given offering is important, for just as we want to share lovely things with people who matter to us, to give and not to count the cost – it is a blessed thing to give – so all that we know about closeness within the human family, it carries over to how we relate to God. If we will offer nothing to God, what love is there? If we will offer sparsely to God, or grudgingly, what desire to serve is there? A gift is a sign of love, a willing sacrifice you could say, and it does matter. And that is true even though we recognise the shortfall, since we’re talking about the spiritual, God-directed equivalent of that phrase, “I don’t know how I can ever repay you”, or “I would do anything for you”. Offering shapes our belonging to God, our loyalty, our trust. This morning preaching on I Kings 18, if I had drawn it all out (I was trying hard obviously to communicate with a very mixed audience), a significant way in which anyone needs to step out in faith is to give to God – to give time, to give of what we have. This is our worship, our delight in God.
So to the text and how it lives. “When any of you brings an offering”, it begins. Please offer, for on the human side this is a point of meeting with God. There are three kinds of offering, one per chapter. In chapter one there are sin offerings. Sin is huge, and we are all taken over by it. It crouches at our door and so often grabs us. It means that in God’s sight our blood should be spilled and our body burned were it not for God’s abundant mercy. Leviticus asks for an animal to be taken and for your hand to be laid upon it. This is the creation we are part of, it is this world which we too readily dismantle and harm. Take of the best, the teaching runs, take the male, which represents the whole family, wash off anything which will not give off the sweetest aroma; and as this shedding of blood repulses you and is very much meant to be dreadful and gruesome, see every time you make an offering the consequences of sin. You may be able to afford an animal from the herd, or from the flock, or only a bird. It is not a question of sin costing different amounts, it is a matter of you offering truly as much as you can, in repentance and faith. In the fullness of time Christ offered himself. But our need to repent and to live by the message of cross, with sin condemned and its consequences, clearly seen, will remain. We should state the converse. An offering, or repentance, that is insincere and manipulative is insulting – like a faithless husband buying flowers and jewels to smoothe over his infidelities. God should not be mocked.
Offer for sin, chapter 1. Offer for daily bread, chapter 2. The grain described in chapter 2 is not just quickly grabbed off the plant; it has been worked, it is a sign of human labour. It keeps clear, in the regulations, of leaven and of honey (v.11), because these are fermenting agents, and so reminiscent of how sin comes in and grows if we do not keep a freshness about our relationship with God. And it recommends lots of salt (v.13) because also in a picture, salt is a purifying and preserving agent, and that is what we need. They that sow in tears shall reap in joy. Our faith is that as we offer our faithfulness to God, our thankfulness for daily bread, that bread will never be exhausted: indeed we are fed ultimately on Christ the Bread of Life. 
Offer in recognition that sin must be defeated and atoned for. Offer in thanksgiving for how we are provided for. And chapter 3, offer for the sake of fellowship – fellowship both with God and with one another. The third offering has the fat of the animal (and various other parts) burnt for God, and the rest presumably shared out. Fat is the best bit, according to this picture, and so certainly God gets the best, but we should share with one another also. Peace with one another is hugely important. Ultimately Christ is our Peace, demolishing the barriers, insisting that in him we are to and can and must love one another, abounding in forgiveness. 
Not least because of the Bible study I had this last week in prison, I think in this morning’s sermon I so hold on to this leading of Elijah that people are to enter into worship. We cannot deal with God arms folded and at a distance. We need to gather the stones (learn the history of Israel), we need to pour out water (be ready for the Holy Spirit). Leviticus draws us definitively into this. The people of God are the people who make offerings, trusting in God to deliver us from sin, to give us daily bread, and to form us as one family to love and serve one another and indeed the world. Leviticus underlines how in this world also of plants and animals, nothing is to be taken for granted by us human beings. Holiness must be more than a bunch of elevated human thoughts. With all of creation we are connected, and as God reaches out to us in love, so with all of creation we are called to draw near to him. Life is a rich gift. The last line in chapter 3 is that for us to be casual about fat or blood is to have lost the plot. Jesus Christ coming to fulfil the law may have redefined our forms of offering,  but giving as well as receiving there is still to be.



