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Foreword

On 20-23 June 1989 I presented this material to the pastors of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of England at Westfield House in Cambridge where I, at that time, was working at a doctorate on the topic of the Lord’s song in Chronicles. Since the context of the presentation was informal it allowed for considerable interaction and frequent discussion that often led to sidelines away from the main thread of teaching. That discussion was recorded orally on tape with a small cassette player by one of the participants. Later that year Pr Glen Zweck took copies of those tapes to Concordia Theological Seminary at Fort Wayne, Indiana, in the USA. There Pr Daniel Reuning got hold of them and used them as a resource for his class on liturgics. 

Since the quality of the recording was rather poor and many of the American students had problems understanding my Australian accent, two students, Steven Mueller and Larry Rast, rather foolishly offered to transcribe them for credit in that course, so that subsequent classes would find it easier to make sense of the material. Their transcription was published by the Concordia Theological Seminary Press in May 1991 for use by students together with the tapes. That transcription was subsequently revised by Jesse Krusemark and lightly re-edited by me in 2003 so that it could be used apart from the tapes. My main aim was to fill in the gaps in the tapes and their transcripts. I have reworked that second edition much more extensively. In the process I have corrected some mistakes, changed many arkward expressions, cut out redundant material, added clarifications, and made the text much more readable without changing the oral, interactive character of the original presentation.
I offer this new electronic version of that course at Westfield House for wider use within the church and, most of all, for students of theology and pastors in Africa and Asia who have limited access to print material on the Biblical foundations for the divine service in the hope that it will lead them to a deeper appreciation of classical catholic and Lutheran liturgical heritage.
Dr John W. Kleinig

July 5, 2013
A. The Glory: God’s Gracious Presence

Introduction

The topic that I want to speak about today is worship in the Old Testament. Before I begin, can I make one thing quite clear? Contrary to what was said, I won’t just draw practical implications right at the end of each session; but at each stage, I’d like to relate what I have to say about the Old Testament worship to the New Testament. Moreover, worship is such a big area, particularly in the Old Testament, that it can be a bit complicated. I realize I’m a specialist. If I assume things that don’t make sense, please pipe in at any stage of my presentation. What I’ve got is infinitely expandable. If there’s something that is important, something that’s interesting, I’m quite happy to stop there, have a discussion, and answer questions. So don’t wait until the end. 

Just a few preliminary opening remarks before I home in on worship in the Old Testament. It strikes me that as pastors we don’t appreciate the importance of worship enough, even though it is our basic business. If you said to me, or if somebody came to you and said, “Well what’s your basic business as a pastor?”, we’d have to say: “It is to lead in worship.” That is our first task. We are ordained to preach the word and administer the sacraments. That means, in plain terms, to conduct worship. Yet despite that, I think that in recent times worship is very much a neglected area of ministry; we don’t reflect enough on what happens in worship, or consider the importance of worship.

Second, I don’t know if it’s ever struck you that we as Lutherans define the church liturgically as an assembly of saints. Remember article 7 in the Augsburg Confession! It asks: “What’s the church?” The answer is: “It is the place where the gospel is preached, and the sacraments are administered.” Now that’s a liturgical definition of the church. The church is the communion of saints. It’s not only the communion of saints; it is the communion through the holy things.
 The church is basically a community of people who worship one God with the one confession of faith. That’s a definition of the church which is not terribly fashionable at the present time, but it lies at the very heart of our Lutheran understanding of the church. Through the holy things, through the means of grace, the church is established here on earth. Thus the church is basically defined liturgically. That has enormous significance for the whole life of the church and our ministry.

Third, we don’t always appreciate the continuity between the worship of the Old Testament and New Testament. If you look at the New Testament, it doesn’t really have terribly much to say about worship. It doesn’t have much to say about worship, because it assumes that, basically, there’s a continuity of worship between the Old Testament and New Testament. There’s some discontinuity, but the continuities are greater than the discontinuities. 

May I just remind you of two simple facts? Jesus worshipped quite regularly in the synagogue and the temple (eg. Luke 2:41; 4:16; John 2:13; 5:1; 10:22. Every festival the people knew they could expect Jesus at the temple. So they were looking for him there (John 7:11; 11:55). So he worshipped regularly at the synagogue and temple. It was his custom to attend the synagogue on the Sabbath day. Luke makes that quite clear.
 Secondly, where did the early Christians worship? Yes, in the temple. How long did they worship in the temple? Yes, as long as the temple still stood. It was only the destruction of the temple in 70 AD that brought about the break completely between synagogue and church. But there was much continuity in worship, both with Christ and the apostles in the early church, something that we don’t always consider sufficiently. 

The glory of God

Turn to Romans 9:4 where Paul reflects on our heritage from the Jews, what Christians and Jews have in common. He lists those things that we as Christians have received from the Jewish people, the Old Testament people of God. He says, “They (the Jews) are the Israelites, and to them belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the service, the worship, the promises, and to them belong the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, God who is over all and blessed forever.”
 You’ve got a list here of eight things that we have received from the people of God in the Old Testament. Now I don’t want to talk about all of these. This list is very significant, an excellent summary of the contents of the Old Testament, by the way. 

There are two things that I want to focus on in my presentation with you, “the glory” and “the service.” What does it mean that we have received the glory, the doxa, from the people of God in the Old Testament? What does it mean that we have received the latreia, the service, the worship? There in these words are the two parts of my presentation. The first part’s going to deal with glory, doxa; the second part with latreia, service. Both of those are Old Testament terms. So, unless you know the Old Testament, they don’t make any sense whatsoever. 

The doxa! What does it mean that we have received the doxa? Now basically to summarize everything that I’m going to say in the next two presentations, the doxa means God’s manifest presence with us. The doxa, the glory, is God’s presence, his manifest, tangible, available presence to us. Maybe, “available presence” is the best way of putting it. This comes first, for only if we start from that particular angle of God’s presence with us can we make sense of the whole business of worship. Doxa is the gift of God’s gracious presence to his people. Now, as you know, in the Old Testament, God’s presence was given to his people in the tabernacle first (Exod 40:34-38) and then later on in the temple (1 Kgs 8:10-11). 

God’s Presence in the Tabernacle as the Goal of the Exodus

Turn to Hebrews 9:1 where you have a very interesting statement which runs counter to a many of the modern interpretations of the Book of Exodus. There we read, “And even the first covenant had regulations for worship and the earthly sanctuary (RSV).” All of you know that the Book of Exodus says that God made a covenant with his people at Mt Sinai, and as part of his covenant with his people, he gave them the Ten Commandments. 

Now because our tendency is to divide the Pentateuch into sources, with J, and E, and P, modern scholars overlook a very, very significant point about the Book of Exodus and the structure of Exodus. When God makes a covenant he’s not just imposing requirements on people, but He’s also giving a gift to people. Let me ask you, “What is the great gift that God gave to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai? What was the content of His side of the covenant?” What would you say? He shows his glory.
 Yes, He showed His glory in a tangible form so that He could give them access to it. But He didn’t just show His glory on top of the mountain. That’s no good for Israel in Canaan. He give His presence with them. Yes, but how does He give his presence with them? In the law. No, the law doesn’t give the presence. The law has to do with the presence, but the law doesn’t give the presence. Well, they build a temple so that he can come down and be with them. Yes, He gives them the tabernacle and the regulations for worship. 

The Institution of the Tabernacle in Exodus 19-31

The structure of this part of Exodus is very significant. I  think many modern commentaries don’t do justice to its arrangement. But if you go to the old ones, they get it right because they take the book as a whole. Israel comes to Mount Sinai in Exodus 19. There they prepare for God’s appearance, His theophany. God says to Moses, “Prepare the people to meet with me”(Exod 19:10-13). Then in chapters 20-23, God gives the Ten Commandments and the Book of the Covenant—the very stipulations of the covenant and his requirements of them. Then comes Exodus 24, a remarkable scene at the foot of the mountain. There Moses builds an altar and slaughters some animals. He sprinkles the altar with some of their blood, but then he also sprinkles the people with the rest of the blood. It’s the only time that this ever happens in the Old Testament. 

Who else is sprinkled with blood in the Old Testament? The priests when they’re consecrated. Thus at Mount Sinai then, through this sacrifice, the people of God become a holy people. They’re consecrated. They become a holy people. This is Israel’s consecration as a royal priesthood, a holy nation (Exod 19:6). They become a holy people, a holy people, so that they can come into God’s presence and be God’s servants. That’s Exodus 24. And then what comes after that? Exodus 25‑31 contains the ceremonial instructions, the laws about the construction of the tabernacle and about the priesthood and about the daily sacrifice. So God here gives, institutes, establishes Israel’s worship in a very tangible way. Here we have the institution of worship by God himself. 

By the way, there’s a very interesting little shift in God’s presence between this section (Exod 20-23) and this section (Exod 25-31). Where does God give the Ten Commandments, the words of the covenant, and the covenant code, the Book of the Covenant to Israel? Way up at the peak of the mountain? No! The Ten Commandments are given at the foot of the mountain, and the covenant code is given at the foot of the mountain. What’s given on the top of the mountain to Moses when he enters the cloud (Exod 24-31), the Holy of Holies, up there on the mountain?
 That’s the height of the revelation. What’s the height of the revelation? What’s the peak of the revelation? It’s the gift of the tabernacle and the laws of worship. The Torah of the divine service, the regulations for worship and the earthly tabernacle. If you like to put it into Lutheran terms and in our terms that we understand, on Mount Sinai God institutes the means of grace for Israel. If I put it that way, you can see the significance of it. This is made quite clear in one remarkable passage that I will deal with next (Exod 29:42-46). 

We could go through the whole Book of Exodus and spend a lot of time drawing it all together. But I’m just sketching it out very briefly. You probably know the book very well. You say that Moses gave the Commandments to the people at the foot of the mountain. Why was that?  No, they were not given to Moses but to Israel, because the only words that God spoke directly to his people at Mount Sinai were the Ten Commandments. The Book of Deuteronomy makes that quite clear (Deut 5:4-27). The rest of the revelation is given through Moses. Moses is the mediator of God’s word. He’s the spokesman of God. So that’s another distinction that’s made in the Pentateuch.

God’s Dwelling with his People in the Tabernacle

Turn to Exodus 29:38-46 in which you have one of the two or three most important summaries about the nature of worship in the Old Testament. But before I come to this, note that just at the beginning of chapter 25, God says to Moses that he is to build the tabernacle so that he can “dwell” with his people (25:8). That’s the purpose of the tabernacle: so God can dwell with his people. From Exodus 25 onwards there are a lot of instructions about all the various parts of the tabernacle; then in Exodus 28 and 29 you get instructions about the vestments and the consecration of the priests. And all that section culminates in the institution of the divine service in Exodus 29:38‑46. 

If I can I’ll skip through the first part very quickly just to give you the context. God says, “This is what you shall offer on the altar regularly each day, two lambs a year old.”
 The basic service of worship in Israel is daily, twice a day, the offering of a lamb in the morning and evening. That’s the fundamental order of service. “Offer one in the morning and the other at twilight. With the first lamb, offer a tenth of a ephah of fine flour mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil from pressed olives and a quarter hin of wine as a drink offering.”
 So you get the so-called cereal offerings, the grain offerings, together with the burnt offerings. That’s the daily sacrifices that are listed here. “Sacrifice the other lamb at twilight with the same grain offering and its drink offering as in the morning, a pleasing aroma, an offering made to God by fire.”
 So that’s the daily sacrifice; that’s the daily order of service. The basic structure of worship is given here.

Now, why are they to offer the daily sacrifices? What’s the point of it? What happens when they offer that daily burnt offering? This is explained in the following section. “For the generations to come, this burnt offering is to be made regularly…” “Regularly” here is tāmîd. In Hebrew it means ‘twice a day’, each morning and evening, regularly in that sense. Where? “…at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, before the Lord.” 
 Why the reference to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting? Where’s the sacrifice to be presented? It’s in the area around the altar which guards the entrance to the tabernacle, the altar before the Lord in the tabernacle. 

“There I will meet you…” The “you” there isn’t singular; no, the “you” there is plural. “There I will meet you,” the Israelites, “and speak to you,” Moses, singular. 
 To you, Moses. So God meets with the whole of His people, but He speaks to Moses and through Moses to the people. “There also I will meet with the Israelites,…” Now that’s a repetition to make quite clear that we know who that “you” is. “And the place (that’s the tabernacle, the holy place) will be consecrated by my glory.…” My glory, my presence. “So I will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests. Then I will dwell among the Israelites and be their God. They will know that I am the Lord their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt, so that I might dwell with them. I am the Lord their God.”
 

Well, what’s the purpose of the Exodus? Why did God rescue the people of Israel out of Egypt and make the covenant with them, according to this passage? That He could dwell with them. Yes, so that He could dwell with them. And how does He dwell with his people? Through the tabernacle, He dwells in their midst. He dwells there and His glory is present with them. And what’s the point, according to this, of worship? How is worship defined? Service. The meeting. Yes, the meeting between whom? God and His people. Yes, His people. So in the service  you have the presence of God with Israel. Why the presence? So that God and His people can meet together. 

How else is the worship defined? What happens as a result of it? Worship has something to do with speaking. God speaks to His people. How? Not directly in their worship but through a mediator. In this case, it’s Moses and then, after him, through the priests who stand in the office of Moses here. You go down here further. “Then I will dwell among the Israelites and will be their God.”
 What’s meant by “being their God”? I thought He was their God. He’s everybody’s God, isn’t He? He says, “Then, I will be their God.” The purpose of worship is so that God can be Israel’s God by acting as such and providing for them. The purpose of our worship is so that God can be our God. That’s what Luther means when he says, “Let God be God.”
 He’s thinking of these kinds of passages in the Old Testament.

How can God only be our God in worship? It’s by his speaking. It has to do with speaking, but not all speaking is… Meeting. Yes, God meets with his people, so that He can be their God. Now, the translation of the verb by “to be” is a bit misleading here in English, because the Hebrew word is hāyāh which can mean “to act as,” “to be as,” or “to happen as.” Let me put it another way. God says: “Then I can be their God and act as their God.” Would it include pushing others out of the way, other things out of the way? Yes, that He can be at the center of it. That’s still negative.
Positively? Well that’s his name, ‘I will be who I will be! Yes, He is that quite apart from our worship. In what way is it in worship that He is the God of his people and that until He gives them the worship in which He is present with them, He is not yet fully their God? Does it have to do glory? It has to do with his glory, yes! It has to do with His dwelling with them, and it has to do with meeting with them. It has to do with His speaking. It has to do with their knowing, too, that He can act as their God. That means that He can act on their behalf; He can bless them. 

What’s the nature of a god? A god is one who does good for his people. So what’s the greatest gift that God can give to His people? His presence. His presence, access to Himself, with all His blessings. He institutes worship so that He can act as their God by caring for them, by protecting them, by being with them, by giving of Himself to them, by giving His blessing to them. In that way, it is through worship that He is their God. Can you see the point that’s being made? It sounds a bit odd to us. 

I’m jumping ahead, but this presence follows them through the wilderness and comes all the way into the Promised Land where they finally have it continuing with them, and it somehow blesses them all the way along so that they can do what they’re supposed to be doing. That’s right! What’s the use of a god who doesn’t help his people? It’s so that God can be with His people, not only with them but for them, to use Luther’s terms: God for us - not just with us, but God for us, God who acts  on our behalf. 

Let me summarize what this says about worship. Worship then has to do with God’s dwelling with His people in the tabernacle. Just notice a couple of Hebrew words which are significant in this connection. “To dwell” is šākan; that’s the verbal root. The miškān, “the tabernacle”, is the “dwelling place.” That’s the noun from it. So the tabernacle is the place where God dwells with His people. If we can jump to the New Testament, John 1:14 says, “The Word became flesh and…” What did it do? Dwelt. Dwelt? Well, what’s the Greek? Actually, it says: Eskēnōsen; “it tabernacled among us.” And what did we behold? His glory! Yes, His glory. You see what John’s thinking of in the Old Testament. We beheld His glory. God tabernacling among us in Jesus Christ. He becomes our God in Jesus Christ. He dwells with us. He meets with us. He speaks to us. He sanctifies us, he makes us holy. 

Now let’s consider the importance of another word, and the noun derived from it. The Hebrew word yā‘ad  means “to meet”; the Tent of Meeting is the ‘ohel mô‘ēd. Mô‘ēd means both the place that God has prescribed for worship as well as the time that God has prescribed for worship. Mô‘ēd is ‘meeting place’ and ‘meeting time’. That’s the normal word, by the way, in Exodus and Leviticus and Numbers for the tabernacle. It’s not the miškān. The commonest name is that it is the Tent of Meeting, the ’ōhel mô‘ēd, the place where God meets with His people. And the congregation is the ‘ēdāh, the people who meet together with God at the place that He has ordained, at the times that He has ordained as the people of God around the altar. 

So what’s the point of the tabernacle? It’s so that He can meet with His people. He can speak to them through Moses and the high priest who stands in the office of Moses. There He can act as their God in fulfillment of his covenant promise to Abraham. He says to Abraham, “And I will be your God.”
 This is a fulfillment of that promise to Abraham. He gives them the divine service so that he can act as the God of Abraham and his descendants. 

Lastly, I think we need to speak a little bit more about knowing the Lord as their God. As a result of God’s dwelling with His people “they will know that I am the Lord their God who brought them forth out of the land of Egypt.” What’s meant by that promise there? Can I just give you just a little bit of background on this word? The Hebrew word for ‘knowing’ isn’t just intellectual. According to Genesis 4:1, Adam knew his wife Eve. It includes the cognitive side of things, but it’s much more experiential. It has to do with what happens. So what’s the point of worship then? Experiencing God! Yes, experiencing God. Not just to know about God but getting to know Him in person, so that there is intimacy, some degree of intimacy, between God and His people. So it is through the divine service that God makes Himself known to his people. That’s why He institutes the divine service in the Old Testament.

The tabernacle then- and God’s presence in the tabernacle- is the goal of the Exodus. God institutes the tabernacle and the service of worship, so that he can dwell with his people. And it’s the same too with us. What’s one of the names of Jesus? Immanuel.
 Which means? God with us. Matthew’s Gospel makes a great deal of that. It begins with the “God with us,” the Immanuel, the name given to Jesus. In chapter 18, Jesus says “where two or three are gathered together in my name, I am present with them.”
 And how does Matthew’s Gospel end? “Lo, I am with you always to the close of the age.”
 So, it’s in Jesus that God tabernacles among us. That’s the basis for Christian worship. The worship in the Old Testament had to do with God’s presence with His people in the tabernacle and then later on, the temple. That’s the basis, the foundation, of their whole system of worship. The sacrifices, the tabernacle, all that doesn’t make any sense unless you see that it centers and focuses on the presence of God, the glory of God, with His people. 

The Mode of God’s Presence with his People

Now, what’s the mode of God’s presence with his people in the Old Testament? First of all, let’s put it negatively. If you went to a Canaanite, a worshipper of Baal or one of the other Canaanite gods like Asherah, and said, “Where is your god Baal?”how would they answer you? Point to an idol? Yes, they would point to an idol. They’d say, “Our god is in his holy place at top of that mountain or in the valley or in that grove.” And if you ask, “Well where is the god in that holy place, that sanctuary?” he’d say: “Oh, see that idol there; that is my god!” Now if you pressed him a bit further and said, “Look, is it really your god? What if I destroyed the idol, would I destroy Baal?” How would they answer? No, you wouldn’t. No, because there is some connection between the idol and Baal, but they’re not identical. So, if I destroyed the idol, I would not destroy him because the idol wasn’t Baal himself. 

The idol, if you want to put it in Lutheran terms to understand its significance, the idol is the means of grace, the means by which the god is present with his people and works with them. It’s not only his presence, but by it his power is made available to the people. So people would say, “I’m going up to see the face of Baal.” Do you know what that means quite concretely? Going up to stand in front of the statue of Baal, to look him in the face.  To prostrate oneself in front of Baal, the statue of Baal, and to kiss the feet of the idol. So it means quite literally to see the face of Baal. A pagan person would tell you: “I’m going to see the face of Baal, because the idol is the means by which the god Baal manifests his presence, works on his people. And if you want to come and see my god, you can come into the presence of his idol with me.” 

One of the most obvious, the most startling, differences between worship in the Old Testament and all other worship in the ancient world was the First Commandment. What did it prohibit? Images! Yes, images, idols. Not images generally just in the sense of pictures, but image in the sense of an idol, a statue which is placed in the holy place and is the focal point of worship. For people in the ancient world that was the means by which they came into contact with their gods. If you didn’t have any idol, it didn’t mean that there were no gods, but there was no way to come into the presence of the god and receive help from the god. The gods were hidden away out of reach. They were unavailable apart from their idols. 

Now, if you went to an Israelite and said, “OK, look, you’re not allowed to have any idols. Why is that?” What does that mean for the ancient people in the ancient world? What would the prohibition of the idols have meant for their perception of the Israelites? That they were atheists. Do you remember that one of the accusations of Christians was that they were atheists? Why? Not because they didn’t believe in God, but because they didn’t have any idols. That’s how important statues and idols are. It didn’t mean theoretical atheists who believed that there were no gods, but, in practical terms, they acted as if there were no god. They were practical atheists, because there were no idols. So at Mount Sinai God prohibits any idol as the means of grace for Israel—the means by which Israel can come into his presence, a means of access to God, to meet with  God, to come to God’s presence, and receive his blessing. 

Now the irony of the Book of Exodus is this. What was the first thing they did after God had revealed his presence at Mount Sinai, given them the covenant, consecrated them as priests, instructed them, and given them the directions about worship? They made an idol. And why did they make an idol? Do you remember what they said? Why did they want an idol? They wanted to be like other people. That’s not the most important thing—that’s part of it, but more importantly than that, they wanted to have an idol so that God would go with them (Exod 34:1). They say, “OK, we’ve got a new God.” Automatically the question is, “How is this God going to be present with us?” And, what’s the answer? “That means we’ve got to build an idol for this new God, YHWH, the Lord.” The First Commandment has just been given and then it was broken. It’s easy for us, looking from a Christian point of view, all these years after to say, “How stupid of them!” But you need to understand how deeply ingrained this theology is, not only in the ancient world, but everywhere in pagan worship, everywhere. 

The Importance of an Idol.

Why were idols are prohibited? What took the place of an idol in the divine service?
Let’s say that you were a worshipper of Baal Suppose and you went to an Israelite and said, “OK, you don’t have an idol. What do you have instead? What replaces an idol for you? You say you’re not an atheist; you really have a God, and you can come into the presence of the God; you can receive blessings from Him. Well, where and how is your God present with you?” Well, that was a very difficult question to answer for the Israelites. I don’t know if any of you have noticed in the Old Testament how frequently the pagans taunt the Israelites. What do they say? “Where is your God?”
 That’s what lies behind this question. 

The Ark

The answer given to the Israelites is fourfold. Where is their God? What’s the means by which God is present with his people? The idol is replaced by four other things. 
Most dramatically, most obviously, there is the ark. Take the tabernacle or temple! In a pagan temple , as with the tabernacle and the temple in Jerusalem, you also had a holy place and a holy of holies. In practical terms, what was the temple? It was the god’s residence, his palace. And the holy of holies was his private quarters. What would you find within the holy of holies of a pagan temple? The idol? Yes, the idol. If you go into the Israelite tabernacle or temple, what do you find? Nothing? The ark? No, you don’t find nothing. You find the ark of the covenant, not just the ark of the covenant, but the mercy seat with the cherubim. That, however, was no longer so in the second temple.
Now what is the function of this piece of furniture? There’s the ark; it’s a gold-covered wooden box. And over the box you have the mercy seat. And then overshadowing the mercy seat, you get the cherubim. What’s the point of all that? If you wanted to ask Israel, “Where is your God?” They would point to that and say, “He’s in the Holy of Holies there. That’s where he is.” What’s that thing there, that apparatus? What’s the significance of the cherubim? Well, quite simply, the ark is the throne of God. But what kind of a throne is it? It’s an empty throne. The ark of the covenant is, in fact, understood as the bottom of the throne. The cherubim are the sides of the throne, the arm rests. And the mercy seat is the seat of the throne. What’s on the throne? Nothing. Not nothing! God is! The invisible God, or, better, the glory of God. That’s where the glory appears, for God is throned upon the cherubim. Remember that in the Old Testamen it is the Lord of Hosts who sits or is enthroned upon the cherubim, who is seated on the cherubim.
 He is present there, but He is invisibly present. And, occasionally, His invisible presence becomes visible in the form of his glory. The glory cloud! I’ll come to that in a minute. 


Go to the New Testament! In Romans 3, Paul says—you know this passage without looking it up: “Jesus is our propitiatory…” The word that he uses there is the word that’s used in the Septuagint to translate the mercy seat.
 So Jesus is the new ark of the covenant. Jesus is the mercy seat. Jesus is the place for atonement, the place where we meet God, the living God. Remember that passage! That’s in Romans 3:25. It’s not clear in modern translations. Luther translates it as Gnadenstuhl. My RSV has, “whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood.” God presents Jesus as a propitiatory for us, as the Gnadenstuhl, the mercy seat, through his blood. I’ll come to propitiation and its sense later on in our presentation.

The Glory Cloud

Second, and we’ve already touched upon this, God is present in the glory cloud. How is He present on the ark of the covenant? It is through his kābôd, His glory veiled in a cloud (Lev 16:2). The theme of the glory cloud runs through the whole book of Exodus. Do you remember when the glory cloud first appeared? Before them as they journey through the wilderness. Yes, but when did it begin to journey with them? Well it was at the top of the mount. That’s later. It is there with them already before it appears at the top of the mountain. It is in front of them as they leave Egypt (Exod 13:21-22). The glory cloud leads them to the Red Sea. And the glory cloud then, when the Egyptians come, goes from in front of them—from the avant-guarde to the rear guard—and stands between them and the Egyptians. It gives light to the Israelites and darkness to the Egyptians (Exod 14:20). Then it goes through the Red Sea and destroys the Egyptians (Exod 14:19-25). And then after the Red Sea it leads them on their journey; it leads them stage by stage. To where? To the top of Mount Sinai. Yes, it’s present on top of Mount Sinai (Exod 19:18; 24:15-18). What happens to it after that? They make the tabernacle. After they have made the tabernacle, where does the Book of Exodus say it goes? What’s the climax of the book of Exodus? After the tabernacle has been dedicated, the glory cloud leaves the top of Mount Sinai and it enters the Holy of Holies (Exod 40:34-38). And from there onward it is present with them in their journey to the Promised Land (Num 9:15-23). So the tabernacle is a kind of mobile Mount Sinai. Eventually then, when the temple was dedicated by Solomon, the glory of God filled the temple (1 Kgs 8:10-11). 

Now, note one very significant part of this. You may have noticed that I’ve been using the term “glory cloud.” What’s the significance of this cloud business? It’s not just the glory. It shows! Righto, and it’s a very paradoxical kind of showing God’s glory because, on the one hand, the cloud shows the glory. But it doesn’t just show the glory. What does it also do? The cloud hides it!  Yes, it hides the glory. So it both reveals and conceals the glory of God. Why does it need to do that? We couldn’t stand the full glory. We cannot withstand the presence, the naked presence of God, the glory of God. So God hides Himself, veils Himself in a cloud, so that He can come as close to His people as He possibly can. But it is the veiled glory, the glory which is veiled in the cloud. 

Are all theophanies accompanied by a cloud? They tend to be, yes! Take the Transfiguration, for instance. Going to the New Testament, we should not ignore the significance of the cloud all the way through it. And mountains, by the way! In the Gospels, Jesus is often at work on the top of a mountain. It symbolises the overlap between heaven and earth. So watch out! Whenever he does that, there’s something significant going on. Thus we have the Sermon - on what? The Mount. The mount, where God, where Jesus gives the Torah, the new Torah (Matt 5:1). And so on (Matt 4:8; 5:1; 13:1; 15:29; 17:1; 24:3; 28:16)! But we also have the cloud on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt 17:1). Where else do we get the theme of this cloud? Another very significant occasion. The baptism! Yes baptism (1 Cor 10:2)? Where else? His ascension! Yes, his ascension (Acts 1:9). And that’s the most important one of all. Where is Jesus taken up? He’s not taken up into heaven, he’s taken up into a cloud. 

Luther reflected long and hard about this, and some of his most important theology, which explores his distinction between theology of glory and theology of the cross, comes partly from a reflection on this great theme. It’s not new to him. It goes all the way back to the fathers in the Early Church, the early fathers. They said that God veils Himself in a cloud in the Old Testament (Exod 19:16-19; 20:21). How does He veil Himself in the New Testament? What’s the cloud that He covers Himself with, so that He can come even closer to us than the people of Israel? His humanity! Yes, the flesh and blood of Jesus (John 1:14). So He hides himself there in flesh and blood. Look at Luther’s Christmas hymns! There he expresses that particular theme! Take the verse:

He whom the world cannot enclose 

doth in Mary’s arms repose.

To be an infant small He deigns

 who all things by His power sustains.”
 

So the cloud which veils the glory of God present with us is the humanity of Jesus.

Notice that you can’t capture the glory! You can’t put it in a box. You can’t even lock it up there in the Holy of Holies. It is mobile. Remember in the Book of Ezekiel. What happens to the temple, according to Exekiel, just before the temple was destroyed.? The glory leaves it. God withdraws his kābôd, his glory (Ezek 8:4: 9:3-4; 10:1-22). The glory cloud leaves the temple in Jerusalem. And where does it appear? With the people in exile in Babylon. Yes it appears to Ezekiel there (Ezek 1). And the people themselves become a “little sanctuary” or a “sanctuary for a little while”.
 The people of Israel in Babylon become the new temple of God to replace the temple which is about to be destroyed in Jerusalem. So when the temple was dedicated that the glory entered it, but before it wass destroyed, God withdrew His glory from it. 

Going to the New Testament, think of Holy Week! Before His death Jesus withdraws His presence from the temple. He repeats that same movement as in Ezekiel. He goes to the Mount of Olives, after he weeps over Jerusalem (Matt 23:37-24:2). The same pattern that’s in Ezekiel is repeated there. And that’s because they reject him. Remember how he weeps over Jerusalem because they don’t know the time of their visitation (cf. Luke 19:41-44). And then he talks about the destruction of the temple. 

But there’s also a promise about the glory that would be in  Haggai’s saying about the new temple. God said that the new temple would have a greater glory than David’s (Hag 2:9). Yes, and it didn’t (Ezra 3:12-13). This temple didn’t. We see the significance of that when Christ is brought to the temple by his parents. Yes, and hardly anybody notices him. And it’s significant, too, that the transfiguration is where the glory is revealed – then and at the Resurrection. The hidden glory is revealed when the veil is pulled aside for Peter and James and John. And then at the resurrection, all the disciples see the glory of God. Have a look at the revelation of God’s glory, particularly, in connection with the transfiguration where these themes are particularly important! Think of 2 Peter and what he has to say about the transfiguration!
 This is such a rich thread of theology that goes all the way through the New Testament. 

How does the pillar of fire play into this presence in the cloud? It’s not two different things. The glory cloud is a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night (Exod 13:21,22). This is rather strange. During the day it concealed the radiance of God’s presence from his people; during the night it glowed like a coal and gave them light so that they could travel with him safely through the darkness. What’s more, at the Red Sea the cloud that gave light to the Israelites brought darkness to the Egyptians (Exod 14:19-20). Later on, at the inauguration of the divine service, God’s glory was revealed as a fire that brought blessing and life to the congregation as well as judgment and death to Aaron’s sacrilegious sons (Lev 9: 1-10:3). So the pillar of fire and smoke is related to the fire and smoke that announced God’s daily appearance to his people in the divine service and gave them access to his blessing. 
The Name

Third, what is it that replaces the idol most concretely? Instead of an idol, Israelite worship is centered on the name, the holy name. What’s the importance of the name? God gives them his name.
 Let’s have a look at the most important passage which deals with that. That’s in Exodus 3:13-15, right at the beginning of Exodus. Because of its importance, it’s given to Moses already before the deliverance from Egypt. Remember that Moses is at Mount Sinai. God appears to him there and says that he’s supposed to rescue the Israelites. As you know, Moses is rather reluctant. And then you get the following incident. Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ then what shall I tell them?”
 
Now we misread that request because we come to it with modern ideas. Why would the Israelites say this when Moses came down to Egypt? Why would they want to know the name of the God of their fathers? The God of their fathers—they know the name. The God of their fathers is God Almighty.
 He’s the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Why do they want to know His name? Well if I don’t know somebody’s name and then call out, “you” or “whatchumacallit”, he doesn’t answer. Yes. it’s so they can have access to Him. It’s not information that they want about who God is, but want His name, so that they can call on Him, so that they can have access to him. But the possession of  a name  can be used to exercise control over someone, too, in the ancient world. The name is not just access, but it’s also control, magic power over the person. Bear that in mind for what follows. 

Now, let’s think for a little bit about names, because I don’t think we realize how significant our personal names are in our modern world anywhere near enough. The aboriginals, primitive people, know how important names are. Let’s say, I come up to Kurt – and he doesn’t know anything about me- and I say, “Oh, hello Kurt, I’m Professor Kleinig.” What’s the difference between that and saying, “Hello Kurt, I’m John.” It’s a title. One’s formal. Formal yes, but what lies behind those two? Both have formalities of introduction. What’s the difference between saying, “I’m Prof. Kleinig”? You’re a person, an individual person that would meet him. It’s the level you’re putting yourself on. One is in office, and one is as a person. Yes, and what am I giving to Kurt when I say, “I’m John?” I’m giving him access to me on an equal basis. I’m offering him friendship, comanionship, intimacy. 

Now the Germans distinguish between the use of Sie (you) and du (thou) which we too used to have but has been lost in modern English. “The French do it too!”Yeah, the French do it too! It’s very difficult for us to appreciate that now, particularly in Australia, where we have a cult of egalitarianism. You don’t know what degree of relationship people are offering you, because these formalities have been lost. So, if somebody comes up to me and says, “I’m Bill.” I don’t know whether they are just introducing themselves, being nice by giving me their name, or what kind of relationship they’re offering. But in the strictest sense, by giving a person your name, you give yourself to that person. You give some degree of access to yourself. The person, then, can call upon me and say, “John,” and immediately I listen. Have you ever noticed the way you react to hearing your name? Your name gives others access to you. When you give your name to someone, you give the gift of yourself. In the fullest sense, God, when He gives his name, gives Himself and access to Himself. That’s its importance in worship. How do we have access to God? It is through His name, the name that He has given to us, the name that we use to call out to Him. 

Let’s read the rest of the passage. “God said to Moses, ‘I am who I am.’”
 Funny name! ’Ehyeh ’ăšer ’ehyeh, “I am who I am” or “I will be who I will be.” “This is what you shall say to the Israelites, I am has sent me to you.’ God also said to Moses, ‘Say to the Israelites, “The Lord…” YHWH, now that’s the name that’s derived from the verb “to be.” There’s a connection here between “I am who I  am,” as you know, “I am”, and “The Lord,” “YHWH.” It’s explaining the name. “The Lord, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob - has sent me to you. This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.”
 

Now, while šēm means “name,” zikri, which is paraphraes here as by which I am to be remembered, literally is “my remembrance.” “My remembrance” in Hebrew means the way by which I am to be addressed, invoked, spoken to or spoken about. So this is the way the Israelites are to invoke God, address God, worship God. This is the way by which they have access to God’s presence. Which one? Is it the I am or the Lord, YHWH? No, not the I am, it is the Lord. I AM gives us an explanation of its sense. So that’s not the personal name. No, I am who I am is a riddle. This is both positive and negative. The Israelites say, “We want to know who sent you. What’s the name of the God?” And then God says “I am who I am” before he says “YHWH” and gives them the name. 

The problem lies in the fact that names not only give access, but they also give the illusion of control, manipulation. God makes it quite clear that He is not the kind of God who can be manipulated against His will. He gives himself freely, totally to His people, but access to Him is given in His own terms, not in the people’s terms. We don’t set the terms by which we come into God’s presence; God always determines that. His freedom is always maintained. And of His own free will, He gives Himself and access to Himself in the way that He wishes to give us access. So that’s the negative side. But the positive side is that He gives His personal name. That name then is YHWH, Kyrios in the Septuagint, which in the New Testament is Lord. Who has that name, Lord, in the New Testament? Jesus. Yes, Jesus! Jesus is the Lord. And it is through the name of Jesus that we have access to the living God.

God gives His name to Moses, and by giving His name to Moses, he makes worship possible. That’s the basis of worship. Once you have the name, then you can have holy times; you can have holy places; you can have a tabernacle; you can have sacrifices: all this because you have access to God, not through a statue, but through the name, the holy name. Now go back to yesterday’s lecture by Ralph Gehrke.
 Remember that Seth began to “call on” the name of the Lord.
 Now that’s a bit misleading, because in Hebrew, liqrō’ bεšēm YHWH can also be “to proclaim the name of the Lord.” It’s ambiguous. It means to declare the Lord’s name as well as to pray to the Lord, proclaim the name and declare the name. 

Later on the Bible, the Book of Deuteronomy and 1 and 2 Kings say that God hasn’t placed an idol in the Holy of Holies. What does He place in the tabernacle and the holy place instead of that? He places His name (Deut 12:8, 21; 14:24; 16:2; 1 Kgs 9:3; 2 Kgs 21:4, 7). Yes, His name. His name gives access to His gracious presence. What’s the difference between placing a name in the tabernacle and the temple and placing an idol there? Well, it can’t be manipulated, although it still no less reveals. It probably reveals more than an idol does. If I come up to an idol, what can an idol do to me? If I come up to Kurt, I don’t say “Roger,” the wrong name, but I say the right name, “Kurt,” and what does he immediately do? He listens! Yes, he acknowledges me. He looks at me. He takes notice of me. I come into his presence. And then he answers, he responds. 

The access to a person is not through some thing, but it is through a name. Access to God is given through His name. And that, my friends, is the greatest gift that we have as Christians. We have the holy name. What’s the holy name that we have? Jesus! Not just Jesus. Christians. No, that’s our name. But what’s God’s name, the holy name. Think of our Creed. What’s the basic content of our Creed? “I believe in God,” then His proper name, “the Father…I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son our Lord…I believe in the Holy Spirit.”
 That’s the Trinitarian name of God. Our Creed is basically built first about God’s proper name and then about the deeds that God has done. But the name is primary, because only if we have the name do we have right worship of God, orthodoxy. When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, what’s the first petition that we make, the most important thing of all in that prayer? “Hallowed be Thy name.” Yes, the Father’s name! How do we begin our worship? “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Jesus says, “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I’m present with them.”
 The name and the presence go together. That’s the basis, the foundation of worship not only in the Old Testament, but also in the New Testament. 

By the way, one of the most disturbing things for me is that people, without realizing what they’re doing, change God’s holy name as a result of, maybe, a very commendable attempt to cut out sexist language. You get the change of relationship with God by fiddling around with the holy names from the desire for inclusive language. Both in Bible translations and, even more significantly then in the divine service, God is no longer addressed as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Now that is not just a change of title or metaphor; that changes His name. Any person who no longer addresses God as Father, I would maintain, is a heretic. It’s as drastic as that. If you do, you are no longer orthodox. You’re outside the church. You can no longer confess the Nicene Creed.

Moses the Mediator 

Fourth, God is present, according to Exodus, in and through Moses. Remember God doesn’t speak to his people directly , except for the Ten Commandments (Deut 4:12-13; 5:4), but Moses is always the mediator of God’s word (Exod 19:9; 20:18-19; Deut 5:5,23-31).

 Now there’s a remarkable passage that I’d like to draw your attention to because it’s in the new three year lectionary. When they come to preaching  it most pastors don’t know what to do with it. It seems to be such an odd passage. It’s Exodus 34:29‑35. “When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the testimony in his hands, he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the Lord. When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to come near him. But Moses called to them; so Aaron and all the leaders of the community came back to him, and he spoke to them. Afterward all the Israelites came near him, and he gave them all the commands the Lord had given him on Mount Sinai. When Moses finished speaking to them, he put a veil over his face. But whenever he entered the Lord's presence to speak with him, he removed the veil until he came out. And when he came out and told the Israelites what he had been commanded, they saw that his face was radiant. Then Moses would put the veil back over his face until he went in to speak with the Lord (NIV).” 

Did you get this business about Moses’ radiant face?
 What does  Moses do when he speaks to God? He takes the veil off! Yes, he takes the veil off. When he speaks to God, then he’s unveiled. What  does he do when he speaks to the people? He’s veiled. No, he’s not veiled. Look at it more closely. He’s also unveiled. When he finishes speaking to the people and doesn’t speak either to people or to God, then he is veiled. Now there’s a very deep, significant theology here. So can I say it again? When Moses speaks to God, he’s unveiled. When he speaks to the people, he’s unveiled. What does he therefore reveal to the people as he speaks God’s word to them? God’s glory. Yes, God’s glory, but it is now mediated through the face of Moses. But it’s not mediated just through the face, it’s mediated through his words, the spoken word, his speaking face. The glory of God is mediated through Moses’ face and his speaking. It’s not just its appearance. How is that symbolized? What does he do as soon as he stops speaking? He covers it. Yes, he covers it. It’s only when he speaks to the people, or God, that his face is unveiled. 

Can we go one step further? This business of veiling, what does it sound like? What connotation, what picture do you have? Where do you have a veil? Cloud. Yes, it’s connected with the idea of cloud too, but more concretely it has to do with the tabernacle, with the curtain that veils God’s presence, the Holy of Holies from the Holy Place. Here, if you like, Moses is parallel to that, a kind of incarnate tabernacle. He brings the glory of God that is incarnate in him, just as it is incarnate in the tabernacle. And when he speaks, he reveals the glory of God. He brings the glory out of the Holy of Holies to the ordinary people.
Going one step further, how is this applied in the New Testament? Do you remember  2 Corinthians 3:7‑18, which is one of lessons for the Transfiguration of our Lord? Let’s just read 12-18. “Since we have such a hope, we are very bold, not like Moses, who put a veil over his face so that the Israelites might not see the end of the fading splendor. But their minds were hardened; for to this day, when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken away. Yes, to this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their minds; but when a man turns to the Lord the veil is removed. Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another (RSV).” Could you go down to 4:6? “For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ (RSV).”
What Paul says here is part of a complicated argument. On the basis of this passage from Exodus 34, he says that what was initially shown there in Moses has been fulfilled to a much greater degree in Christ. But it’s not only fulfilled in Christ, it’s also fulfilled in us. We are walking, talking tabernacles. We are little Moseses. Unveiled? Unveiled, not veiled anymore. There’s no need for us now to veil ourselves at any time as Moses did,  because he didn’t have the full glory, since it was just a partial reflection of God’s full glory. But now we have it fully and permanently. We behold Christ face to face, and we are changed from one degree of glory to another as we behold Christ. Therefore we no longer need to veil our faces either when we come into God’s presence or go out in the world. But we are temples of the living God. And if you want to follow this through, how does God reveal Himself to us? Not literally in our faces, but through His word, us  speaking His word, the ministry of the word. How is God’s glory, His presence revealed? It is revealed through His word spoken by the ministers of the gospel. 

Paul seems to give a different interpretation of what was going on there than you do. Ah yes, I have no time to do justice to it because there’s a whole history of rabbinic interpretation which has its own framework of discussion. He’s arguing against a rabbinic tradition and within a rabbinic tradition. 
The Holiness of God’s Presence with his People

Yesterday I spoke about the presence of God in the tabernacle, in the temple with his people. Today I’d like to take that one step further and speak about the holiness of God’s presence with his people. And I want to take a bit of time on this because I believe that most of us modern people don’t understand the language of holiness as it is developed both in the Old Testament and New Testament. Yet it is the key to understanding the whole theology of worship, both in Old Testament and New Testament.

 It’s interesting, by the way, that if you have a look at our liturgy, you will discover that the Lutheran liturgy uses the language of holiness much more commonly than the language of justification. It’s also the part of our liturgy and the part of our faith that challenges modern understanding, our conceptualization, because if there’s one thing that modern people don’t understand about the Christian faith, it is the divine service. 

If you speak to a secular person about Christ, they understand almost everything about our Christian faith, and it all makes some sense to them, except worship. What’s the use of the divine service? For a secular person, it’s useless and complete nonsense. And because they have no appreciation for worship and everything to do with it, they have no understanding for God’s holiness. Speaking fairly generally, we live in a desacralized society. People have no sense for God’s holiness. You’ll find that it’s becoming increasingly incomprehensible for people whom you serve, even church people. If we’re going to counter that, we ourselves will have to regain a sense for the holiness of God. You see, a lot of the things in our Christian tradition, our Lutheran tradition, won’t make any sense to us whatsoever, unless we have a burning sense, a very clear sense and experience of the holiness of God.

I’d like to explain the reality of God’s holiness as well as I can. And I’ll take a bit of time too because there aren’t many works anywhere that deal with this particular question. Now, if I can, I’ll take two passages first of all from the Old Testament, from Leviticus, to open up the understanding of holiness for us. First of all, in Lev 22:31b-33, at the end of a section which deals with the priesthood, God has this to say: “I am the Lord. You shall not profane my holy name, but I will be hallowed among the people of Israel.”
 That’s God’s will. Notice that He says, “I will be hallowed among the people of Israel.”
 God is present so that He can be hallowed among, within his people. Then He adds, “I am the Lord who sanctify you, who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God: I am the Lord (RSV).”
 

Look at the phrase: “I am the Lord.” It is repeated three times. God brought them out of the land of Egypt to be their God. I spoke about that yesterday. God can only be the God of Israel, act as their God, in the divine service. It’s in the divine service that He becomes their God; He fulfills His commitment to them; He acts as their God. Notice the emphasis that’s placed here on God as the one who does the sanctifying. Only God! God is holy. His name is holy. He himself sanctifies his people. Sanctification is not something that the people do; it’s something that God does to his people. Now I’ll pick that up and unpack that as we go on a little bit further. 

The second passage talks about the tasks of the priests, which is also our task as pastors. In Lev 10:10-11 God tells Aaron: “You are to distinguish between the holy and the common, between the unclean and the clean, and you are to teach the Israelites all the statutes the Lord has spoken to them by Moses” (RSV). He says that about the priests—God does: “you are to distinguish between the holy and the common and between the unclean and the clean.” Now those are the four basic categories that help us understand how the holy God interacts with us unholy people. You can’t understand any one of those apart from the other. Notice that I use the term “common” rather than “profane” (NIV), because for us profane usually means unclean. Holy and common, the clean and the unclean - those are to be taken together. 

What does God mean when He tells Aaron to distinguish between these four states of being. Notice that this is the basic task of every priest. It is your basic task as a minister. It is my basic task as a minister and as a theologian, to distinguish the holy from the common, the clean from the unclean. And I’m afraid that most of us ministers don’t do a very good job of it in the modern world. I’m not just talking about Lutherans or us here, but generally. The message about God’s holiness is not clear. 

Now, what’s meant by these terms? First of all, the starting point for this is the divine service. Let’s start out with the term “holy”. God’s holiness and the divine service belong together. God alone is holy. All holiness derives from Him and His presence. Only Jesus is holy, we sing in the Gloria.
 God alone is most holy, we sing in the Sanctus.
 Wherever God is present, there holiness is present. So God is holy. It has to do with God’s presence, and God’s presence has to do with the divine service.

The immediate opposite of the holy domain is “the profane domain” or, better, “the common domain”. Now what is meant by calling something holy or something common? Name me some holy things or some common things. In Christian terms, not in Old Testament terms. What is our holy food? The Lord’s Supper! Yes, the body and blood of Christ, the Lord’s Supper. What’s profane food? Bread and wine. No, it’s not—the bread and wine of Holy Communion is not profane. No, I mean bread and wine by itself. Yes, the bread and wine by themselves apart from their consecration. Yes, they are common; they belongs to the human realm, the order of creation. They are created things. They are available for human use. They don’t belong exclusively to God and set aside for His use. They are not necessarily part of the divine service. So that’s what is common, profane. Anything that God has created, anything natural is profane. Whether it is eating and drinking, sleeping, working, all those kinds of things are profane. 

Now, coupled with this, the first pair of opposite states, are the terms “clean” and “unclean.” You can have clean food, or you can have unclean food. Now take note that these terms in the Old Testament are not basically health terms. It’s not a matter of hygiene, something that is poisoned or infected with germs or not—clean or unclean in that sense, dirty or not dirty. They are basically liturgical terms. They are ceremonial terms. Clean food means that it is the food that you can eat at the temple Unclean food is food that you can’t eat there. Pork, for example, for a Jew, is unclean.

Therefore that distinction between the not clean and unclean is something that we can’t really directly relate to. Do we have anything that corresponds? Yes we do, but it’s in New Testament terms. It’s much more complex than Old Testament because of what Christ has done. The incarnation changes the definition of what’s clean and unclean. Just think of Jesus when he’s accused of eating food with unwashed hands (Matt 15:17-20). Remember! He does not speak about defilement from unclean food that comes into a body. What is unclean instead? What comes from the heart! Yes, what comes from the heart. The heart, the old Adam, produces impurity, uncleanness. It is the source of impurity for Christ’s disciples.
Now in normal human life, you have then two poles, if you like. In our human existence we are caught between two opposing spiritual powers and states of being. On the one end, there is God’s presence and the power of God’s presence, which is the power of holiness. It impinges upon the profane area, that area where we live our lives. At the other end, you have a counter power, a counter pole; if you think in terms of electricity, it is something like positive and negative poles. You have a positive pole and a negative pole, i.e. an anti-God pole. Like holiness, impurity is a real spiritual power. There are these two powers. God’s holiness, on the one hand, impinges on our existence from God, and impurity,uncleanness, impinges on us from the counter pole, the anti-God pole. In Old Testament terms, the worst kind of impurity has to do with idols, idolatry. It has to do with Satan, the demonic, unclean spirits. Notice the mention of unclean spirits in the New Testament. The impurity of the demonic realm impinges upon human existence and threatens it. So you have those two powers that are opposed to each other in the human realm: God’s holiness and the impurity of the devil. 

Then you have three realms that are set up by this polarity. There’s God’s realm, the place where God is present. That’s the realm of holiness, the realm that is both holy and clean. There’s the human realm which is the profane/clean realm. And then you have the inhuman realm, the anti-God realm, the realm of darkness which is the unclean realm, the realm that is both profane and unclean. Three areas! Three states of being! Now, human existence is in this middle ground. Anything that is profane can become holy by being drawn into God’s presence. So apart from God and my involvement with Him in the divine service I am a profane person. But by coming into God’s presence, I share in His holiness, and I become holy; bread and wine, brought into God’s presence in the Lord’s Supper, also become holy. So anything that’s profane can be sanctified. On the other hand, anything that’s profane can be defiled, made dirty, unclean. It can become used by anti-God and so become an instrument of impurity. 

Before something can be sanctified, brought into God’s presence, it needs to be purified. Why is that? If anything unclean comes into God’s presence, what happens to it? It can’t stand. It can’t stand in God’s presence because it’s the opposite of God. It’s antithetical to God. It comes under God’s wrath, his purifying fire. God destroys anything that’s unclean and therefore incompatible with Him. So before something can be “sanctified”, it must be “cleansed.” You have, here then, two important theological verbs. Anything that’s unclean has to be “purified” before it can be “sanctified.” 

Now the counter movement can also occur. Anything that is holy can be profaned, desecrated. It can be brought from a state of holiness into a state of profane, made common. And then by being brought into the profane realm, it can also be defiled, made unclean. So any common things can be either profane and clean, or profane and unclean. On the other hand, anything that is profane, by becoming holy, ceases to be profane. Things can be both clean and holy, but they can’t be holy and profane. They’re opposites. So in human life God’s presence with his people creates, as I said, three realms. There’s God’s realm, which is accessed in the divine service. There’s the natural realm where we live our human lives, which is theologically ambiguous. There’s the normal realm when we are under God’s influence and live according to the order of creation, but then there’s also the abnormal realm when we come under the influence of unclean powers. And that’s the demonic realm. So God’s realm is the supernatural world. While the common clean realm is the normal state in the world, common unclean realm is the abnormal state. 

What about the last point on the OHP? The healthy, healing state that comes with purity and the sick, sickening state that comes with purity.  Just to give an example! Let’s start from the middle point. A leper is unclean. Impurity is not the same as sin. He’s not sinful, but he’s unclean. A leper then is sick, he’s unclean. He is therefore under the power of the demonic realm, and unless he is rescued from this particular realm, the sickness will lead to death and exclusion from God’s presence. But a leper can be healed by God. He becomes clean, and then his state of holiness can be restored. That’s just taking one particular case! Jesus’ healing miracles, by the way, in the New Testament, operate much more in this particular schema than in the modern schema of healing. Jesus’ healing miracles are always directed against Satan. All sickness has to do with impurity; it has to do with Satan. And so Jesus’ battle against Satan is not just in casting out the demons but also in healing the sick, bringing them into his kingdom (eg. Mark 1:32-34; Luke 13:10-17). 

Sometimes in the modern terminology people talk about spiritual things, things that are having to do with our spiritual life or our secular life. Does that come into this as well? Notice that there’s nothing here about a spiritual realm. Because if you want to speak about what’s spiritual, you’d have to say that the holy realm is spiritual, and the unclean demonic realm is also spiritual. They’re the two spiritual powers. So everything is spiritual according to the Old Testament. It’s hard to cut things up. What about secular? The concept secular most nearly fits the idea of what is profane. Secular is profane, you can say. But by secular we don’t mean profane or common, which still perhaps presupposes that there is such thing as God’s presence and holiness, whereas in the modern sense of the word, secular means that that’s all there is. Since there is no God or God is absent from our world, there is nothing that is holy; there’s nothing that’s unclean. Everything’s just natural. That’s the problem with the modern term secular. 

Also you hear different attitudes expressed toward this. Some people say there should be a sharp differentiation between spiritual and secular. And some say the difference is not so easily identified. And there’s good warrant both for that in the Old and New Testament. You see you can’t fit all this into spiritual/natural categories very easily. Notice that I don’t use spiritual here at all, anywhere, and deliberately so. No, I know you don’t, but I just wondered if that was part of the scheme or not part of the scheme. That’s not part of the scheme. Spiritual, in a Biblical sense, always has to do with the Holy Spirit. It doesn’t have to do with spiritual in a philosophic sense, people as the spiritual beings, the invisible things, the nonmaterial things, the mental rather than the physical realm. 

Now I’d like to draw out the implications of this pattern, this set of categories. First of all, and this is the starting point, God is present in the tabernacle as the Holy One of Israel. And because He’s present with His holiness, He creates a holy environment round about Him. The tabernacle is not holy in itself, but it’s only holy because God sanctifies it with His presence. Remember the passage we looked at yesterday? God says (Exod 29:43, 44), “I will sanctify the people, tabernacle, the priests with my glory.” God sanctifies the tabernacle; He sanctifies the priesthood; He sanctifies the offerings by his presence. It’s God’s presence that creates this holy environment, and it’s not holy apart from God. It’s only His presence there that makes it holy. That means in practical terms that the term “holy” has to do with the divine service. Anything to do with the divine service must be holy and is holy. That which has to do with ordinary everyday life is not holy; it is part of the profane realm. 

This is emphasized by the names given for the tabernacle and the temple. The whole holy place is called the miqdāš, the sanctuary, which includes both the tabernacle and its courts, everything around the altar. The Holy Place is called the qōdeš, the Holiness. And the Holy of Holies is called the qōdeš qōdešîm, the Most Holy Place. They’re the common names for the sanctuary. Secondly, since God was most holy, the only one who’s intrinsically holy, His holiness can’t be abstracted from His presence, but is communicated and communicated only by contact with Him in the divine service. God is the only one that’s holy. Nothing else is holy apart from God, which means that for anything to be holy, it must come into presence. And it is only holy in a secondary, derived sense and remains holy only as long as it remains in God’s presence. 

So if something comes into God’s presence, and if somebody comes into God’s presence, they share in God’s holiness. But if you draw them out of God’s presence, they cease to be holy. If you want to put it in Christian terms, the bread and the wine remain the body and blood of Christ within the action of the liturgy. But after the liturgy is finished, what do you do with the wine? You can either drink it or pour it out whatever the case may be. It ceases to be the body and blood of Christ. It’s holiness comes from the presence of Christ. So all human holiness is derived from contact with God. It’s derived holiness, it’s not intrinsic to any creature. So I as a Christian am holy because I live in God’s presence, but if I lose my faith, turn away from God, I cease to be holy.

God communicated his holiness to the priests and the people via the most holy things in the tabernacle and the temple. God, if you like, brings his holiness into the profane realm, into the realm of time and space and matter, so that he can communicate His holiness to people through things, through concrete things in time and space. 
Anything that is most holy in the Old Testament is not only holy, but it communicates holiness. There are two different degrees of holiness (Lev 21:22). There are the most holy things, which, if you come into contact with them, make you holy. And then there are the holy things, which are holy, but don’t communicate holiness. So, for example, some of the sacrifices are most holy. If I eat the meat of these sacrifices, I become holy. If I touch the sacrifices or the altar, holiness is communicated to me (Exod 29:37; Lev 6:16-18). However, as an Israelite, I’m holy. If somebody touches me, he does not become holy. So the most holy things are the things that communicate holiness. They, to use Lutheran terms, are the means of grace, the means of sanctification. 
Well what are the most holy things? There are three categories of most holy things in the Old Testament. First of all, there’s the Holy of Holies and the tabernacle. And nobody touches them. They are absolutely sacrosanct. Secondly, the main furnishings of the tabernacle are most holy. There is the ark of the covenant, the incense altar, the lampstand, the table for the showbread, but also the altar for the burnt offering and the laver are most holy. Even Jesus says that contact with the altar makes you holy in Matthew 23:19. So anybody who touches the altar, or the burnt offering, comes into contact with God’s holiness. 

Thirdly and most importantly, the sacrifices or certain parts of the sacrifices are most holy, and they communicate God’s holiness. There’s the incense that’s burnt on the altar of incense (Exod 30:36). There’s the showbread which the priests on duty eat once a week (Lev 24:9). Remember the showbread’s changed every week, and the priests on duty eat that. By eating the showbread, they become holy, they remain holy. It keeps, maintains the holiness of the priests. There’s the flesh of the guilt offering and the sin offering of the people which the priests likewise eat (Lev 6:17. There’s the grain or flour or loaves of the daily cereal offerings. They’re most holy (Lev 2:3,10; 6:17). When the priests eat them, they communicate holiness. Finally, there are all the votive offerings, the sacrifices that people vow to give to God and therefore hand it over to the priests (Lev 27:28). And the priests use it as their holy food. 

Notice, who is it that eats the sacrifices in the Old Testament, the most holy food from the offerings? The priests! It’s the priests, not the common people. The sacrifices that the common people eat aren’t most holy, but they are holy. So, for example, the peace offering is holy (Lev 19:8), but it’s not most holy. The peace offering is the sacrifice that the common people eat. It doesn’t make you holy; it doesn’t communicate holiness. Only the priests eat the most holy things, and by eating the most holy things, their holiness is maintained. 

When we communicate, say, for example, we are the priests and, as far as we are Christians although we’re holy through our faith in Christ, we communicate when we speak to someone the word of God, the most holy thing, is that right? I’ll come to that in just a minute. The most holy things are the means of grace in the Old Testament. What are the most holy things for us Christians, the most holy things that we confess in the Apostles’ Creed, when we say: I believe in the communion of holy things, not only of saints. That’s ambiguous, deliberately ambiguous. The term for the communion of saints also means the communion of holy things. The communion that is established by and is maintained by the holy things.
 

In Christian terms, what are the holy things by which we are sanctified and kept holy, through which we share in God’s holiness, so that we are a holy people? The means of grace! Yes, the means of grace! The word and the sacraments! They are our most holy things. But particularly the sacraments and, most of all, the Sacrament of the Altar. I don’t know whether you know the very famous Greek liturgical exchange  that goes back to the earliest liturgies. At the end of the Service of the Faithful with the preaching and the prayers, the catechumens are excluded, and before the distribution you get the phrase in Greek declaration: “The holy things for the holy people,” “hagia hagiois”. When it says: “Holy things for holy people!” it is talking about the sacrament. The holy things, the holy body and blood, are only for holy people.

By whom were the holy things are eaten in the Old Testament? The priests. Yes! And by whom are they eaten in the New Testament? The priesthood of all believers! Yes, all Christians eat them, because we are all priests. And we have a status of holiness which far exceeds the status of the priests and even the high priest in the old covenant. But I can’t develop that fully. You can think about it and work out what the difference is. Does that answer your question, Kurt? Yeah, I was thinking too as far as that and how that relates to the occasion when the men touched the ark and died. Was that because they were not priests? Only a priest could touch that. Yes, a priest could touch it. And even then it was very narrowly defined. Priests could touch the ark of the covenant. The Levites could carry it, but they couldn’t touch it (Num 4:15). So God defined it very exactly, so that they only had access to it. And if anyone who was unauthorized comes into contact with the holy things, what happens to them in the Old Testament? They die. Yes, they die. They come under God’s wrath. They don’t receive life, but they receive death. 

Which makes that passage from Paul in Corinthians
 very relevant. Yes, this is one of the most contentious topics in all Lutheran circles throughout the world, the question of close communion. I know that it’s a big topic here in the ELCE.
 I think that some of our rationale for close communion is a little bit off the mark as far as the orthodox Christian tradition is concerned. The primary rationale for close communion doesn’t have to do with our understanding of what is there. That’s partly true! We need to understand what we receive; we need to share in the confession of faith about the real presence. But that’s not the primary reason for close communion.
What’s the primary reason? Can I go back to Corinthians? What does Paul say has happened to some people who have received the sacrament unworthily? They got sick and died. They’re sick. Some of them lost faith, and some have died.
 Why? This happened because they have desecrated the holy things. We have close communion to prevent the sacrament from being desecrated. Why are we worried about the sacrament being desecrated? Because it’s dangerous for the people who desecrate the sacrament and also for the congregation and the pastor that allows the sacrament to be desecrated. If I willingly give the sacrament to somebody who desecrates it, not only does he come under God’s judgment, but I come under God’s judgment. That’s the rationale for it in the orthodox tradition, if you go back to the early church. That’s the reason for close communion, to prevent the desecration of what is most holy for us, which is the body and blood of Christ.

It’s music to my ears. I hope you don’t mind me going from the Old Testament to the New Testament because I want to make it relevant, so that it’s not just historical archaeology. No, I’m very pleased to hear that that’s your opinion. I was just going to ask whether you would regard the New Testament expression ‘in an unworthy manner’ as being equivalent to ‘profaning’. In the Greek it is “inappropriately,” anaxiōs.
 What’s inappropriately? It means not regarding this as being holy. Now if you have any doubt, you can go to the book of Hebrews where the language of desecration is obviously used in chapter 10, about desecrating the blood of the covenant and so on, thus crucifying Christ anew. Those kinds of expressions are used there. Now the Greek says they are guilty of the body of Christ; they’re guilty of the blood of Christ. We translate that “guilty of profaning,” which is exactly right. “To be guilty of” means  to be guilty of profaning.
 This means that you take something that’s holy and you treat it as if it’s profane, profane food. 

What about the concept of, say, the sacrifice being a sort of detergent. I think that’s a funny word to use, but I think it’s been used. We’ll come to that. Can you just leave that now, because that’s one of the functions of the sacrament? It’s true because it doesn’t just sanctify; it purifies; it cleanses. It removes impurity. I’ll talk about that next session. Anything else on this? I don’t mind spending quite a lot of time, because this is a part of our heritage which most people don’t write about. It’s almost ignored completely. But if you read Luther
, if you read our tradition up to about the last century, it’s there all over the place. It’s just that we’ve lost a sense for these things. 

I don’t know quite how to put this question, but when you said that the bread and wine are only the body and blood in the context of the liturgical service. I think that there’s some difference of opinion about that. Some people say you can’t pinpoint that, when it is and isn’t, and also once it has been used as the vehicle of the body and blood of Christ, then it is never to be treated as ordinary again. I’d say yea and amen to that. You must treat it reverently and so on. That’s going on to a slightly different issue. If it comes to communion practice, I’d prefer that the bread and wine were eaten and drunk rather than put back in a box or poured out or that they’re put back into the flagon or whatever the case may be. The point is that things are only holy as long as they are in God’s presence and serve the end that they were ordained for, as long as they are connected with God in the divine service. They’re not inherently holy. So, say for example, if I happened to put some of the wafers back that have been consecrated, and a mouse gets to them and eats these consecrated wafers, I don’t believe that it receives the body of Christ, necessarily. But I wouldn’t want to make very much of that. I myself prefer to err on the strict side as far as dealing with what’s left over, rather than on the lenient side. 

And when you say eating and drinking what has not been used in the distribution of the communion to the congregation, do you mean at the altar or do you mean after the service? As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter. I prefer it to be done at the altar, but in some cases that’s impossible. Sometimes you misjudge the amount of bread and wine spectacularly. You may get far too much wine to drink. There are all sorts of practical problems. I’d prefer it to be done at the altar, if possible, and that one judges fairly exactly the number of people so that all the consecrated bread and wine can be used during the liturgy itself. And if that can’t be done, then it should be done afterwards. And if that’s impossible, it’s a question of what’s most desirable and what’s less desirable.

The tabernacle- and the temple- and its furniture were sanctified by God’s word and the holy anointing oil by Moses. What made the tabernacle and its furniture holy? First of all, it was because through His word God ordained them as the place for His means of grace as these had to do with his tabernacle. Second, they became holy when Moses anointed them. If you read the end of Exodus, the last thing that Moses does to consecrate the tabernacle is to anoint all the furniture with holy oil, and then God’s glory fills the temple (Exod 40:9-11, 34). Note the importance of the word of God. Remember that Paul says, in 1 Timothy, that everything created by God is good.
 And how is it consecrated? By the word of God. Yes, by the word of God and prayer. Now that’s an important principle for Christian theology and particularly for liturgics. Anything that is to be consecrated is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. How is the church consecrated? It is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. They’re the two most important elements when it comes to consecration, making something holy. Anybody and anything profane and clean can be sanctified at God’s command by the most holy things to receive his gracious power, protection, and blessing. You can’t just sanctify anything, but it’s only what God has commanded to be sanctified. That’s the first thing. 

Second, it is sanctified by contact with the most holy things: the name of God, the most holy name, the sacrifices, the altar. By being sanctified, somebody or something is drawn into God’s presence. Then God’s presence is not a life-threatening destructive power, but it becomes a life-giving blessing, protecting power. So anything that is sanctified appropriately comes into God’s presence and receives his grace. 

Since anybody and anything that was profane and unclean desecrated and defiled the holy things of God, they came under God’s wrath, for his holiness was incompatible with impurity, just as fire is incompatible with petrol, and light is incompatible with darkness. So in the Old Testament, if somebody who was not a priest came into the Holy of Holies, they came under God’s wrath. Remember the story of the rebellion of Korah in Numbers 16! Remember Korah and his associates! They argued the following way: “All Israel is holy. Why do you, Moses and Aaron alone, offer the sacrifices? You’ve presumed to take upon yourselves this position of honor. Why can’t we also do so?” And then God says, “OK, I’ll show you who’s holy. You, Aaron, and you, Korah, come into the tabernacle and offer the incense, and we’ll see who’s holy.”
 Remember what happens! Zap! The fire comes from the presence of God, and it destroys the people who haven’t been authorized to offer the sacrifices. Any unauthorized person who has not been cleansed and consecrated, anything that’s unclean and unholy, cannot remain in God’s presence. Now this is very important for the Old Testament, and you won’t understand many of the psalms and much of the work of the prophets unless you see that this is what lies behind their passion for God’s righteousness. 

The temple precincts were roughly arranged in the following order. First you had the temple court. Then within it you had the temple itself: the Holy of Holies and the Holy Place. In front of the temple, you had the altar for burnt offering. Then you had a wall separating the inner court of the temple from its outer court. Then you had a series of steps going up to the altar for burnt offering and a gate which led from the outer court to the inner court. Now normally, the Israelites, when they came to the temple, spent most of their time, the ordinary lay people, in outer courtyard. That’s where they ate the sacrifices. That’s where they stood during the daily services. However, when they offered their sacrifices and when they first came into the temple, they would come up these steps and prostrate themselves in front of the altar before they presented their offerings. 

Now as they came up these steps, they met priests there at the gate  whose job it was to make sure that they were in a state of ritual purity. And there were certain liturgies for entry into the sacred domain which scholars call gate liturgies. I’ll show you one, if we have a little bit of time, directly, in one of the psalms, a section from Psalm 24. So, the priests who were the gatekeepers would screen out people who were in a state of impurity. Why would they screen them out? It was dangerous! Yes, because it was dangerous to come into God’s presence if you were unclean. It was also dangerous to bring an animal that was unclean and offer it in God’s presence. It was the job of the priests to distinguish between sacred and common, clean and unclean in this very, very concrete way, because anything unclean that came upon the altar would result in God’s wrath, not only for the person offering it, but also for the priest and the whole congregation.

Can I move to the New Testament? Something astonishing happens there. Its most concrete form is shown in some of the stories about Jesus. For example, in Luke’s Gospel—I think it was the reading a couple of Sundays ago—there’s a story about how Jesus meets and stops a funeral coming out of a town called Nain (Luke 7:11-17). And what does He do then? He touches the corpse of the young man who’s died.
 Now what’s happening here? This is an astonishing thing! Yet because we don’t think in Old Testament terms, it looks as if he’s just being a nice person; since He wants to comfort that poor woman, he stops the bearers. But He doesn’t focus on the grieving widow. After getting them to put the corpse down, He touches it. What does that mean? He puts himself in real danger. Yes, He puts himself in danger. Why? What does He become when He touches a corpse? Unclean! Yes, unclean.
 Yet what is He? He is the Holy One of God (Mark 1:24). He takes upon Himself the uncleanness, the impurity of that corpse, so that He can give it His life, His purity. 

In the whole of Jesus’ ministry we see Him taking human impurity upon Himself. As a result of it, what happens to Him? Death! Yes, death. He comes under the curse; He’s made a curse. He who knew no sin becomes sin for us, so that we might have the righteousness of God (2 Cor 5:21). He takes upon Himself human impurity, so that He can give His own purity to the people. And the result is that He comes under the curse, God’s judgment, and He is rightly condemned to death by God through the high priest. Now that’s very important for our theology. Do you understand the way things switch around in the New Testament? He takes upon himself impurity and therefore makes it possible for us to come into God’s presence with His purity.  So, when we come into God’s presence, when Christians come to God’s presence, they needn’t be afraid because they’re covered by Christ’s righteousness, purity, holiness. They therefore receive God’s grace and don’t come under God’s wrath. 

Can we turn to Leviticus 15:31? There God gives this warning to Moses: “Thus you shall keep the people of Israel separate from their uncleanness, lest they die in their uncleanness by defiling my tabernacle that is in their midst (RSV).” If the Israelites came to the tabernacle in state of ritual impurity, they came under the threat of death from the pollution of it. Their impurity desecrated the holy tabernacle. I know that sounds rather farfetched and superstitious to us. Yet it still has its relevance. It helps to explain why some scrupulous people stay away from church.

You have all met people who were genuinely searching and spiritually disturbed, people too troubled to come to church. Have you met this kind of people? What do they say? “I’m not worthy.” “I’m not worthy,” or “The roof would fall down on me.” Or something like this!  And I’m  tempted to say, “Oh yeah, what superstitious nonsense!” It is not superstitious nonsense! It is spiritual sensitivity because it’s not enough just for us to bring people naked into God’s presence. To do so would be to bring them under the law, under condemnation. Their unworthiness isn’t removed then by that. They will feel doubly unworthy, condemned, out of place.
 And lots of people who aren’t Christians feel completely and utterly awkward, out of place in church. Before they can be comfortable in God’s presence, they need to hear the gospel and have faith. Only then can they stand in God’s presence. Then it’s not experienced as judgment, but it comes to them as salvation. 

So any kind of approach under the influence of the church growth movement that tries to bring people into the church without conversion, without preaching the gospel, is going to be doomed to failure, because the longer those people stay, the more spiritual problems they’re going to have. Both they and the church need to realize: “you must be born again” (John 3:7). Any attempt to evangelize by only getting people to come to church ignores the necessity of having faith, the need to hear the gospel. 

Ritual purity was therefore the prerequisite for admission to God’s presence and sanctification by him in the Old Testament. You had to be in a state of ritual purity before you could come into the temple and before you could eat the sacrifices in God’s presence at the temple (Lev 7:20). Anybody who wasn’t in a state of ritual purity had to stay away from the sanctuary, because if they came there in an unclean state, they wouldn’t receive blessing, but they’d come under God’s wrath. 

The whole book of Leviticus is structured around this reality. Leviticus 1-17 has to do with purification and purity. And Leviticus 18-27 has to do with sanctification. Purity, purification, is the prerequisite for coming into God’s presence. Sanctification is the consequence of being in God’s presence and having been in God’s presence. This a very important theological principle, that it still applies for us. Justification, which has to do with our purification, is the prerequisite for us coming into the presence of God. It’s the precondition for praying, for receiving the sacrament, for worshipping God which are the means by which we are kept holy.

God sanctified a sanctuary, the tabernacle or the temple, and the priesthood for Himself by His glory. We had a look at that yesterday, “It will be sanctified by my glory.”
 He sanctified it, so that He could reveal himself to his people in his glory. You get the very famous dictum of Lev 10:3, which isn’t translated at all well in either the RSV or NIV. It goes as follows: “When I am sanctified in those who approach me, I show my glory in the presence of all the people.” In the Old Testament this refers to the priests. If the priests respect God’s holiness and are in a state of holiness when they approach God and lead the service, if they do everything according to God’s holy word, if they sanctify God by doing what He has commanded, then He shows His glory in the presence of the people. So the holiness of the priests and of the whole service is the prerequisite for God manifesting His glory and His presence to His people. Why does God communicate His holiness to us? So that He can appear to us. Is it so that He can meet with us, so that He can make himself known to us, so that He can give of Himself to us, because, ultimately, God’s purpose is to share Himself and His own holiness with us? No, it’s the other way around. He shares His holiness with us, so that He can share Himself with us. We are holy in Christ, and because we are holy in Christ, everything that belongs to God belongs to us (Eph 1:3-4).

Maybe I should pause here before moving on because I’ve sketched out rather quickly, with little attention to detail, an aspect of theology which runs right across the Testaments with significant changes from Old Testament to New Testament. How far then, if you’re just sticking with Leviticus, within the Pentateuch, is this all working ex opere? All the time you get that criticism. People say that we threw it out. That’s completely beside the mark in the Old Testament. Nothing works ex opere operato
 in the divine service in the Old Testament. 

First of all, it works, or better God works in it, because it has been instituted by God’s word. Correct worship is performed in accordance with God’s word, God’s command. It’s not the performance of these particular things by itself that sanctifies people, but it’s God’s word which ordains these particular things and sanctifies them through these holy things. So to put it in New Testament terms, it’s not the fact that I take bread and break it and mumble a few words that gives the body and blood of Christ to the people, but because of the words of Christ, the words with which He instituted it, words that I speak as I consecrate the bread and wine. 

Two, notice that it doesn’t work in the same way for everybody! The holy things are ambivalent, inherently ambiguous. They can mean wrath and judgment—destruction, death, sickness, the whole works, everything that’s bad, or they can mean blessing, life, health, protection, and every good thing. The same holy thing can  have two different effects. So there’s no ex opere operato. The state of the person who receives God’s gifts is important. What makes the difference in the effect of contact with God’s holiness? Whether the person’s clean or unclean. Yes! So that cuts out any notion of ex opere operato. 

Third, all this was accomplished only if the priest announced God’s approval of the offering. If I came and offered a sacrifice at the temple, if as a lay person I was offering a peace offering, which was the lay sacrifice, I’d bring it to the priests, and they would scrutinize it. They’d ask: “Now what kind of sacrifice you want to offer? Are you in a state of purity?” And then they’d have a look at the animal to find whether it was the right kind of animal and examine it to discover if it was intact or  if it had some defects. Then they would announce God’s acceptance of it and define its status as an offering; they’d make a declaration that it was acceptable to God. Because it was acceptable to God, I too was acceptable to God. If it was clean, I was clean. They would pronounce this in a declaration of righteousness, a declaration of God’s approval and acceptance of it and me through it. That word of acceptance, which was spoken by the priest for the sacrifice and the person bringing the sacrifice, was a very important part of the sacrifice itself. That too cuts out any notion of ex opere operato. 

Fourth, all this was done in the holy name of God. The holy name was invoked. God himself was invoked because there was no holiness apart from God himself. And if God wasn’t present, then all this was just mumbo jumbo. Right, so you could say you are drawing very tight connection between what’s happening here in the Old Testament and the Sacrament. I’d say that there’s a much closer connection than we have traditionally recognized, particularly in the last hundred years. If you go back to the old Lutheran literature, what I’ve been saying is actually spelt out there in some detail. If you go back to the fathers in the early church, this is their main way of thinking about the sacrament. You won’t understand much of what they say, except within this framework. 

It’s just very interesting that the extremists of evangelical theology today look for their theology of worship very much back into the Old Testament, but they completely ignore, I think, everything you’re saying, because they, at the same time, reject sacramental theology. It’s interesting that of all people it is the evangelicals who do this. The one thing that they reject is the teaching about the holy things. From them you may get some teaching about the holy God whose presence, whose name, whose holy name communicates his holy presence, and whose words communicate his presence. The name and the words go together. He creates a holy place, holy times, holy people. But what they miss is the our participation in God’s holiness through the holy things. That is a basic difference between Luther and Calvin. 

If there’s one contribution that the ELCE can make to Christendom here in England, it is an appreciation of the means of grace as the means of the Holy Spirit. There’s nobody here, there’s no church here, that understands that as fully, as completely as you, what the means of grace do. The center of Lutheran theology is the means of grace. If all your theology and your practice focuses on the means of grace, then you can’t possibly go wrong. It is precisely in this area that we as Lutherans have the biggest job to do in mediating between high church and low church, Protestant and Catholic. It’s to teach the connection between the theology of the means of grace and justification. Evangelicals speak a lot about the gospel, but they tend to ignore the means of grace, except the Word. But there’s no emphasis upon the two sacraments. The catholic, the high church people ignore justification, the gospel. They concentrate merely on the sacraments as an ex opere operato enactment. 

I liked the way that you resolve this ambiguity between the masculine and neuter in the communio sanctorum by referring to all of the means of grace, because I have heard it just applied to the elements in the Sacrament of the Altar. Because it does seem to me that that identification allows us to maintain the relationship between those two phrases in the creed, the communion of saints and the holy Christian church because, properly understood, they are coextensive. If I could, let me just spell that out a bit further what’s meant by the communio sanctorum, the koinōnia hagiōn in Greek.

 It refers firstly to Baptism. What is it that makes people holy, part of the church? It is baptism. It is through baptism and baptism in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit that we become holy (1 Cor 6:11; Eph 5:26). We become part of the church. And the church isn’t defined institutionally in terms of the Lutheran Church as a denomination, but it’s defined liturgically by the means of grace. This means that the boundary between church and world is baptism. 

But you can’t have baptism without the baptismal name of God, which is given in the baptismal confession, the Apostles Creed. So “communion of holy things” isn’t just baptism as an act, but it is also the baptismal confession that’s very important, the confession of faith. We confess the most holy name of God, because it is through Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the full sense that we come into God’s presence, and we remain holy people. That’s the second holy thing then, the holy name. It explains the importance of our confession of faith in God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
The third thing is the Sacrament of the Altar which defines church and communion in the Christian community once again liturgically, but in the narrower sense. So you get, if you like, three circles. You can’t ultimately separate them. When you talk about church fellowship in Lutheran terms, or altar and pulpit fellowship, or the nature of the church, there’s the outer circle which is defined by Baptism and the creeds, particularly the Nicene Creed. For us as Lutherans and for all orthodox Christian churches, that Creed determines who is Christian, or who is not Christian. You can’t say that every Lutheran is a Christian, and every  Catholic is not Christian. You can’t determine that denominationally. You  define it liturgically. Who is a Christian? A person who has been baptized and confesses the holy name of the triune God with ​the Nicene Creed. That’s the outer circle. And anybody who does so is a brother in Christ, a fellow Christian. 

Then there’s the inner circle. What determines communion in the narrow sense of belonging to a community, a congregation? What’s a congregation? It’s the assembly of people who’ve been baptized or are about to be baptized who share the common confession of faith. And they are constituted as a community by receiving the body and blood of Christ. So you get the Lord’s Supper, if you like, which defines the inner circle of communion. But notice here that church and communion are defined liturgically, not by liturgies, but by the means of grace. 

I want to go back to your earlier point. I, in my ministry, have observed too that people with real moral and spiritual problems stay away from church, and it’s almost impossible to persuade them that it is in the fellowship of the means of grace that their hope lies. And you said about church growth, that if you bring people into the church, they will only feel even more guilty and unworthy until they are justified. But it is only in the fellowship of the means of grace that that can happen, yes? No, not in the narrow sense!
I don’t know whether it’s so here in your ELCE, but in Australia,  traditionally, pastors, at least when I was at seminary and earlier, held that their communion roll was one of their most important pastoral assets. We had it drummed into us that if somebody doesn’t attend communion for any reason, it’s not just a matter of attendance, but it’s a symptom of a spiritual problem. That person needs the pastoral care. It’s not a matter of just sending an elder to visit them or saying, “Hey, come to church!” But if a person is no longer attending communion, you can usually bet there’s a spiritual problem. It’s one of the best signs that there’s something gone wrong. Now I’m afraid that, increasingly, our pastors just aren’t operating on that basis anymore. Their basic interest would be to get the absent person back into church and to attend Holy Communion, when that should rather be an occasion for pastoral ministry. 

One of the things that I am much more confident about now—and I wish I had the confidence when I was first a minister—is in confronting people who have the basic knowledge of Christianity but are stuck in a spiritual problem in order to speak a word of judgment to them, to come to them and say, “OK, something’s wrong! What’s the matter?” Of course, they won’t open up right away, but usually they skirt around a bit. Yet if they see that I’m coming in kindness, and not in a judgmental kind of way; if I identify the problem to pray about it or name a sin to then give an absolution for it; if I offer pastoral care in a personal way, they are much more responsive. If a person stops coming to church, it’s usually a problem either of guilt or hurt, either because of something they’ve done, or something a fellow Christian has done to them that results in anger or hatred or bitterness. They’re the two most common things. It’s only when that’s cleared up, when an absolution is performed or the word of justification is spoken after the judgment which identifies the cause for the hurt, that a person can safely be restored back to the communion.

We need to do much more of that personal ministry, what’s called  Seelsorge in German, the care of souls. And it’s something that I think you can do far more easily here in England, because you’ve got small congregations. You don’t have huge numbers of people. You can work in depth in a way that people elsewhere with large congregations can only do to some extent rather superficially. So dare to have the confidence in your office to go and confront people gently, kindly, uncovering sin, speaking absolution. There is so much spiritual unease here. I don’t quite know why, but I can sense it in the air. As in Australia, the whole of our society is riddled with guilt and with anger. Guilt, particularly sexual guilt! Anger and hurt and bitterness and hatred because people feel that they have been treated unjustly! Those two things are spiritual problems that need to be dealt with spiritually. 

So it is important to use the means of grace pastorally, not just by their enactment in worship. I mean, people can come, and they’ll hear the sermon preached. But usually it needs to be a direct confrontation either by a pastor or an elder or fellow Christian before it takes effect. When I said the means of grace, I included in that the pastoral care you’re speaking of. And I’m thinking of one or two [cases], but one specifically. It’s a case now. And the person keeps assuring me, whenever I visit them, that there is no problem. And yet I say, “Well, there must be a problem. Otherwise you used to be a very faithful worshipper and attender of the Holy Communion.” And they say, “Well, I know there was a period of time when there was some other activity that conflicted with the Sunday morning worship service.” But when that activity ceased, then the person wasn’t back to where he was before. 

Do they attend church otherwise, but don’t come to communion? No, no, they don’t attend church, and they don’t come to communion. And yet they assure me whenever I visit them that there is no problem. It’s just that they got out of the habit, and now it takes a deliberate act of the will to get back. And they haven’t got the will power or something like this, and that’s the only problem. I don’t know. It’s very hard to judge particular cases, but I’m just speaking what I feel personally. Once again, I think, years ago I would have let those people go. I had done my little bit chasing them up gently in a kind of way, and they didn’t heed it. OK, then I’d let them go. Now I’d feel a little bit more confident in going and speaking a judgment to them, which means warning them that they are committing spiritual suicide. I wouldn’t make a big thing of it, but just make a short statement, the scriptural word of judgment. And then leave it at that
The Office of the Keys that’s given to us is not only meant to pronounce absolution, but it’s also meant to pronounce judgment. And God’s judgment is never an end in itself. It’s not condemnation, but it is meant to bring people to repentance. Now I don’t think that we like to do that in our modern climate, because we don’t want to be regarded as hellfire preachers, and we don’t want to seem to be judgmental; they’re the two worst things you can possibly be. Yet it is not wise to speak a word of judgment on a particular case when we preach, because the wrong people will think that we are speaking against them, or because we may be preaching against people who aren’t at church. But we should have the guts to confront people personally, because part of the Office of the Keys is not only to declare God’s forgiveness, but also His judgment. That itself is effectual because you’re speaking God’s word and putting them under God’s law, and that word will work in their heart and their conscience. It mightn’t produce fruit initially. It might even seem to work negatively. It might drive them away from the church, but it can also nag away at them and eventually at some point bring them to repentance. 

After I have done that once, I wouldn’t mention it again. I wouldn’t do that over and over again, but I’d do it once. Clearly? Yes, clearly and at the right time. And I’d pray about it. I wouldn’t just do it on the spur of the moment, visiting and saying, “This is no good. I must do something about it right now!” But I would pray about it. If I was in doubt, I would go to the elders and say, “This is the case! Can we pray about it?” Then I’d let a little bit of time lapse and only do it after having prayed about it. If there was a conviction that that was the right thing, then I would go and speak the word. I don’t think we take the Office of the Keys seriously enough in that personal ministry. 

It reminds me of something that I saw. Rather surprising by chance, I happened to turn on TV, and it was Buckley’s program, the very conservative American politician who has a TV program. And of all people, Richard Neuhaus was there speaking about the Roman Catholic Church. But one thing that he did was to simply speak a word of judgment to people who were not living up to their confessions and speaking a word of final judgment. It was very, very helpful. He was able to do it by saying that they were throwing away their whole life, and they were. I thought to myself, “He really did that on TV?” And that was extremely helpful. I don’t know. I haven’t talked to anyone who heard it over here. That a person could do that, in this day and age, in that way was, I thought, very helpful. 

What surprises me is how seriously apparently secular people take the office of the ministry, whereas I as a pastor tend to regard myself just very much on the same level as an ordinary Christian. And very often fellow Christians do that too, and that’s right, because we’re all holy. But people outside the church, or people who’ve drifted from the church, identify me with God. And even unbelievers do this in a funny kind of way. They will talk to you as if you’re God. They’ll apologize for their misbehavior. Have you noticed that? Yes! Apologizing to you as if you’re God. Or being angry with you! Yes, angry with you! They can’t kick God, so they kick you. And all sorts of funny things happen. Yet that means that they acknowledge my authority, and in me they acknowledge God’s authority. And that means that I can use that, either positively or negatively. 

But at this particular point I need to remind you of the distinction between holy and common, clean and unclean. If a word of absolution is required, I speak a word of absolution. If a word of judgment is required, then I speak a word of judgment. And I don’t have to make a big deal of it and say, “I’m speaking a word from God.” They will take my word as coming from God. Or even if they won’t, their conscience will take it up, and it will nag away at them. They might get very angry with me and abuse me. But it’s partly because I am under authority and speak with authority that they get angry. And you’ll be surprised, sometimes if you  have the guts to speak with God’s authority, what an impact it has on the whole person or a whole community. 

I don’t know if I can appreciate the comment about bringing people into the church, first confronting them with or speaking the gospel to them, being like coming into the church naked. I mean that person is naked by the fact that they’re being confronted by God, God’s holiness, even when you present the gospel to them when they’re outside the church. Now if they’re not in the church partaking of holy things like communion, what is the difference between hearing the word of God in a church setting with more people that maybe is not specifically being spoken to them by me in an evangelism call? Don’t get me wrong the opposite way! I’m not saying that we shouldn’t allow people who are not Christians to come in or drop in on the service. But we need to be very careful in our ministry in dealing with them and not be surprised if they come one or two times and then disappear, even if they have initially shown some interest in it. We shouldn’t write them off because they appeared one or two times and then drop out. 

It’s partly a matter of conscience and the way Law and Gospel work on it. From your understanding of Law and Gospel you know that for a person who is in sin, a person with an evil conscience, everything is Law, everything is judgment. Even the Gospel is heard as condemnation. Now let’s say that people have got a real serious moral problem in their life, and they’re looking for some solution. They may well come and hear your best Gospel sermon as utter condemnation. The only way one can get around that is to speak personally to them, because their conscience is condemning them. But I can counter their conscience by speaking sheer Gospel, an absolution to them. I can only override their bad conscience with the word from God. That’s what I’m getting at. We need to be spiritually discerning in the matter of evangelism and not just think that evangelism means bringing them into the church, bums on pews, and then everything happens automatically. It very seldom does. It’s because we’re dealing with holy things. We’re not dealing with secular things. We’re not dealing with psychology. We’re not dealing with education, anything like that. It’s the power of God.

The Benefits of Admission to God’s presence

So to finish this section off, worship has to do with coming in the presence of the holy God, being cleansed so that one may participate in God’s holiness and receive the benefits of God’s presence. 

Finally then, what are the benefits of admission to God’s presence in the sanctuary? There are two ways one can answer that from two places. First, in Psalm 24:3-6 you get an entry torah, an instruction given by the priest to people when they came to the temple. This passage is a little liturgy that occurred as the people were coming from the outer court to the inner court. They would ask, “Who may ascend the hill of the Lord? Who may stand in his holy place, the sanctuary?”
 And the priest on duty as the gatekeeper would answer, “He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol or swear by what is false (NIV).”
 Both of those last two clauses have to do with idolatry. So a person can enter who hasn’t done anything evil, a person who has no guilt on his hands from robbery, adultery and murder as well as a pure heart, a person who is not involved in idolatry. What does this kind of person receive then from God’s presence? It’s is stated quite bluntly here. “He,” the person who comes into God’s presence in a state of purity, “will receive blessing from [the Lord] and vindication from God, his Savior. Such is the generation of those who seek him, who seek your face, O God of Jacob (NIV).”
 What does a person receive from worship? Blessing and vindication, righteousness. So blessing and righteousness! God gives his own blessing; God gives his righteousness to those who come into his presence.

Another description of the benefits of worship is given at the very end of the book of Leviticus. The structure of Leviticus, as I have hinted, is very instructive. Chapters 1-17 have to do with sacrifices. They basically have to do with purity, purity as the precondition for worship. They show that people need to be in a state of purity, what purity is and how it’s received through sacrifices, purity as a precondition for worship. Then chapters 18-25 deal with sanctification for those who are in a state of purity. God shares his holiness with them. They become holy as God is holy. God shares his holiness with them. Well, what’s meant by sanctification for both the people and the priests, in the divine service and in daily life, is all spelled out there in chapters 18-25. 

Then in chapter 26 we have the conclusion of this book. Chapter 27 is an appendix that’s been added on to the book. In chapter 26 you get a series of blessings and curses. Now look at the placement of this chapter. First you get purity from God and then you share in His holiness by your participation in the divine service. Why is a series of blessings and curses tacked at the end here after all that? What’s the connection between blessings and curses and right and wrong worship as is described in Leviticus 1-25. Those who accept and those who reject it! Yes, those who are in a state of purity and worship God as he himself has ordained will receive seven blessings. The sevenfold blessing means the full complement of God’s blessing. Those who don’t do this, who don’t worship God, who desecrate God’s holiness, come under his judgment. They come under the curse. 

Leviticus 26:1-13 is a good summary of what the Israelites expected to receive from coming into God’s presence in the divine service. Read 26:1-3: “Do not make idols or set up an image or a sacred stone for yourselves, and do not place a carved stone in your land to bow down before it. I am the Lord your God. Observe my Sabbaths and have reverence for my sanctuary. I am the LORD. If you follow my decrees and are careful to obey my commands,… (NIV)” That’s good. Now notice verse two, “Keep my Sabbaths and reverence, or respect, my sanctuary.”
 The Hebrew for the last word is “my holiness.” It is  translated as “my sanctuary,” but is, literally, “my holiness,” or, better, “my holy place.” 

Now, what does the “if” refer to there in: “If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments,…”
 Which statutes and commandments are being spoken about? The ones in verses one and two. They have to do with the prohibition of idolatry, i.e. the wrong kind of worship. They have to do with the Sabbath and the sanctuary. That “if” has to do with worship, the commandments of God about the divine service. Those commandments give the condition for the promises in 26:3-13. If you want to put it in New Testament terms, you would say: “If you hear the word and receive the sacrament.” By doing this you keep God’s commandments for the divine service. 

Now go on. “I will send you rain in its season, and the ground will yield its crops and the trees of the field their fruit. Your threshing will continue until grape harvest and the grape harvest will continue until planting, and you ill eat all the food you want and live in safety in your land. I will grant peace in the land, and you will lie down and no one will make you afraid. I will remove savage beasts from the land, and the sword will not pass through your country. You will pursue your enemies, and they will fall by the sword before you. Five of you will chase a hundred, and a hundred of you will chase ten thousand, and your enemies will fall by the sword before you. I will look on you with favor and make you fruitful and increase your numbers, and I will keep my covenant with you. You will still be eating last year's harvest when you will have to move it out to make room for the new. I will put my dwelling place among you, and I will not abhor you. I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt so that you would no longer be slaves to the Egyptians; I broke the bars of your yoke and enabled you to walk with heads held high (NIV).”

Notice the listing here. First of all, there’s a promise of good harvest. Then there’s the promise of šālōm, peace, well being, prosperity and security. There’s a promise of victory in case of invasion by foreign armies. There’s the promise of growth and affluence. Then with number six comes the most important one of all, intimacy with God, the promise that God will make his dwelling, his residence, with them. He will walk with them. Number seven is very interesting. The reason that God rescued them was not to turn them into slaves, but to make them into free people. Only as long as they worshipped God would they remain free people. What will happen as soon as they go back to idolatry? They would become slaves. Yes, slaves. I’m going to pick that theme up tomorrow, because tomorrow we’re going to talk about latreia, the service of God. Slavery, worship, service! But notice here the connection between freedom and orthodoxy, the right worship of God. I suggest to you there’s a much closer connection in every sense than we recognize. Our worship ultimately can even have social and political consequences.

The Nature of God’s Presence with his People

Exodus 32-34 is the most profound evangelical passage on worship in the whole of the Old Testament. It’s a passage that you should study very closely. The whole of Exodus 32-34 deals with the incident of the golden calf. In the Book of Exodus this is taken as occasion to explain in great detail the theology of the presence of God. First of all, it speaks about an idol as the wrong means by which God is present with his people, and then about the proper way in which God is present with his people, the right way of access to him. If you’re interested in further study of this particular passage, which contains quite a few of these pericopes in our three year lectionary, the book to get is by Walter Moberly, At the Mountain of God.
 At the Mountain of God has the best analysis that I know of this passage. It’s well worth getting. I don’t usually recommend very many scholarly books because they tend to be very specialized and not much use to ordinary pastors. This is one that is valuable.

The basic point that Exodus 32-34 makes is that God’s presence with His people has to do with his name, which gives them access to His grace (34:6-7). The thing that distinguishes Israel from all the nations of the earth is not their morality, not their history, not their culture, not their superiority, but God’s presence with them. That’s what makes them unique (Exod 33:16). What is it that distinguishes you and me from those who aren’t Christians? It’s my holiness, your holiness. It’s the presence of God in me and with me. And that means wherever I go, wherever we are as Christians, God is present among us with His grace and blessing. That’s what distinguishes us - and that alone - from the rest of the world. Otherwise, in every other way, we are profane; we are no different from the rest of humanity. But it is our faith and our holiness and God’s presence with us that sets us apart from other people and the world at large. By faith we share in God’s holiness.
B. The Service: Meeting at the Altar 

The Divine Service

We come to the second unit of presentation, and it focuses around the word latreia, service, from Romans 9:4. In English we have, until recent times, called our performance of worship the divine service. And rightly so, although we often go back to front and so forfeit our Lutheran heritage. When people go to church they think that they are serving God, whereas the Lutheran emphasis has always been that in worship the Triune God serves us. The Triune God is present to serve us. I would like to focus on that word and its significance in the Old Testament and spell out its implications for our theology of worship. The question I would like to pose and answer this afternoon is: why should we bother to worship God? It’s the sort of question that young people in Australia ask all the time, and I guess it’s equally common here. This gets to what worship is all about in  a very concrete form. Why do we go to church? Do I have to go to church? 

Now, to answer the question, I’d like to begin by contrast with the kind of answer that would have been given by the pagans round about Israel, so that I can focus on what was unique about Israelite worship. I think that’s a very good way of homing in on the topic. Let’s say we went to Babylon and asked the Babylonians, “Why do you worship your gods?” They’d give a very simple, clear, precise answer. In fact, if I was a scholar and they were priests, they’d say, “You go and read the Enuma Elish,” the very famous Babylonian account of the world’s beginnings. There you’d read the following story. 

Way back in the beginning before time began, no one existed except the gods. There was no earth, no human beings, no creation as we know it, no nature as we know it, no material world, just gods. The system that was operating then was that there were two ranks of gods. There were the senior gods who were the top gods. And then there were the junior gods. The junior gods were the slaves of the senior gods. They looked after their needs. They provided food for them, cleaned their houses, and did all the things that the gods were too lazy to do for themselves, because they were the big wigs, the divine aristocracy. Now the junior gods got so sick of this arrangement that they brought about the first recorded strike in human history, good Brits that they were. They didn’t need any unions or union officials to get themselves organized. So there was a showdown, a strike. They refused to serve the gods. They didn’t see why they should serve the gods any longer. Well, there was a lot of negotiation in this long  story of how the world began. But eventually the upshot was that the gods decided that they would create the material world and human beings. They’d relieve the junior gods of their task of serving the senior gods, and instead they created human beings as the temple slaves of the gods.

So if you asked a Babylonian what was the point, the purpose of human existence, they would say, “To be a slave of our gods.” Well, what did it mean quite concretely? It meant that human beings were created as a nation, a community with king, to provide the gods with what they needed. So gods need food; obviously, they need food to survive. How do they get food? Human beings have to provide them with their food. They need power. You can’t be a king unless you have support, unless you have armies, people who will give you support. So they gave them power. You can't be a king without status, recognition, glory. The human beings gave them glory by praising them. 

Now that seems to be a bit of a lopsided arrangement. What was in it then for the human beings? Quite obviously, it was in the interest of the gods to look after their people. You’ve got to remember that there are dozens of gods in the divine pantheon who are constantly fighting with each other, jostling to sort out their pecking order. There’s the head of the gods, and then there’s his immediate deputies, and then there’s dozens and dozens of other gods, higher and lower gods. Why would a particular god look after his worshipers? I mean, what would he do for them? Keep them healthy. Why? So they can continue to serve him. So, unless a god looks after his people, they won’t be able to give him any food. He will lose power. He will lose glory and his place in the pantheon; he will drop in his rank. So the more worshipers a god has, the more he rises in the pantheon, the more power he accumulates. And so it was in the interest of a god to get as many human beings and fellow gods as possible to serve him, to look after him, so that he would maintain his position in the pantheon.

But notice that it’s a closed system. The gods need human slaves, and human beings need to serve their gods. That’s the whole point of human existence. The human beings are slaves of the gods. If they supply the needs of the gods, their particular gods, then their gods will look after them. Now if you went to a Babylonian and pointed out to him that Marduk, the great god of Babylon, wasn’t always the head of the pantheon, because other gods once headed the pantheon, he’d say, “Yes, that’s quite right.” And if you asked him, “Why was it that Babylon became such a great power and that Marduk became such a great god?” what would be the answer given? It was because the Babylonians were so devoted in serving Marduk, supplying the needs of the gods that were associated with him, building temples, providing lots of priests, and devoting most of the economy, in modern terms, to their religion and its observances. That came first. Their economy and politics served their religion. That’s their system. Humans serve their gods because their gods need slaves that supply them with their needs to live as gods and care for their human subjects.
Notice how the Babylonians spoke about the work that they did for their gods as service, slave labour. For them worship is their service of gods. Now Israelites use the same term, but they use it in a completely different way. Let’s now go to Psalm 50 and ask the question, “Why do the Israelites worship God?” Read verses 7-12. “Hear, O my people, and I will speak, O Israel, I will testify against you. I am God, your God. I do not reprove you for your sacrifices; your burnt offerings are continually before me. I will accept no bull from your house, nor he-goat from your folds. For every beast of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the field is mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you; for the world and all that is in it is mine (RSV).” Read verse 13 too. “Do I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?” The answer is? No! Yes, the answer is no. Read verse 14-15. Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and pay your vows to the Most High; and call on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you and you shall glorify me. So then you’re to offer to God a thank offering. Does God need the worship of Israel? The answer is no. Who benefits from worshipping God? Man. Not God, but man does. Now that’s the theology of worship that is developed in the Old Testament. That’s what I’d like to talk about.

God’s Institution of the Sacrificial Ritual

The first thing that I’d want to concentrate on this afternoon is God’s institution of the sacrificial service: the order of worship and the  altar as the place for worship. The key word for an understanding of this is the Hebrew verb, ‘ābad, and then the noun form, ‘ăbōdāh. Now unlike the English word “serve,” the Hebrew word ‘ābad has a wide range of meaning. In its most basic meaning, it means “to cultivate the ground.” You serve the soil—it doesn’t make sense in English—meaning that you plow the soil, you cultivate the soil. 
Secondly, it can mean “to work,” doing any kind of work. That’s its commonest meaning. And then it has a number of other specialized senses by referring to particular kinds of work. It can mean “to be a slave” and to work as a slave. 
But it also can be used positively, not just for working for somebody as a slave, but “to act as somebody’s manager”, or “deputy”, or minister”. So David is the servant of the Lord. He serves the Lord as his prime minister. He is God’s deputy, God’s representative here on earth. The king has lots of servants. They are his courtiers. They are the ones who work together with him in managing the kingdom. So we use the modern English word “to minister” not so much in its religious sense, but in its political sense—the prime minister, the minister of the crown, the minister in that sense. It’s something like being a public servant. 

Fifthly, and most interestingly, it can mean “to perform a ritual”, “perform a prescribed ritual,” and therefore “to worship” somebody or something. So “I serve the Lord in Jerusalem” means that at the temple I perform the rituals that he has prescribed in his law. 

Now the whole Book of Exodus is about service. The Israelites were once slaves to Pharaoh. As you know from your ancient history, Pharaoh wasn’t just a human being, but he was the incarnation of the sun god. So they weren’t just slaves to the Egyptians, but they were slaves to the Egyptian gods. And the worship of the Egyptians gods was not only religious slavery, but it was, literally, political slavery. They had to work in the concentration camps in Egypt. That was their plight. 

God rescued them. When Moses came to Pharaoh, God demanded that Pharaoh let His people go. Why was he told to let God’s people go? So they can worship me. So that they can ‘ābad me. He says, “Let my people go so that they can serve me.” God’s people must not serve Pharaoh, but they must serve their God, the Lord. Let’s have a look at another place where you find that verb, Exodus 7:16. “Then say to him, ‘The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, has sent me to say to you: Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the desert (NIV).’” The Hebrew is “that they may serve me”
. 

The same demand is also later put in slightly different ways. Can you turn to Exodus 5:1 and read 5:1 and 5:8? There you get it put slightly differently. Afterward Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said, “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: ‘Let my people go, so that they may hold a festival to me in the desert.’” The Hebrew term is chag chāgag.
 Pharaoh is told to release them so that they may “hold a pilgrim festival.”
 Go down to verse three which explains what they are to do there. “Now let us take a three-day journey into the desert to offer sacrifices to the Lord our God, or he may strike us with plagues or with the sword (NIV).’” Right, they are “to offer a sacrifice to the Lord.”
 So then, these three things are synonymous: serving God, going on a pilgrim festival to a prescribed place as His sanctuary, and offering sacrifices. But the most important term is the word ‘ābad. 

What you get in the Book of Exodus is the contrast between two different kinds of service. There’s the service which is pagan worship, the service of slavery. This is contrasted with Israelite worship, which is the service of freedom, not the service of the slave, but the free service of a son to his father, a son who does not just work for him, but works together with him. Israel was liberated by the Lord from slavery to Pharaoh for their service of Him as free sons, as freed sons, not as slaves anymore. 
Can you go to Exodus 4:22-23 when you get that idea expressed quite explicitly. And you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the Lord, Israel is my first-born son, and I say to you, “Let my son go that he may serve me”; if you refuse to let him go, behold, I will slay your first-born son (RSV).’ There’s a nice symmetry there. “If you don’t let my firstborn son go, then I will slay your firstborn son.” But notice the demand: “Let my son go that he may serve me.”
 It’s a different kind of service to the service of a slave. It’s the service of a son working in the household of his father where he works together with him. It’s the service of freedom. 

This differs completely from pagan notions of worship. In fact, it’s almost as if the book of Exodus says that Israelite worship is not so much human beings serving God, but letting their God serve them. It’s not for God’s benefit that they worship Him, but they worship God for their own benefit. Service lies at the heart of Israelite worship, but it’s service of a different kind, the service of freedom, not the service of slavery. 

This idea of worship as service is picked up, as you realize, in the New Testament and finds its most pointed fulfillment in Luke’s Gospel, in Luke 22. There Luke adds something to the account of Jesus’ institution of the Lord’s Supper which none of the other gospel writers have, something that’s very significant. Let’s take a look at what he says in Luke 22:24-27. The context here is of great importance. Jesus has just instituted the Lord’s Supper, and then you get this little incident. “Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered to be greatest. Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves (NIV).’” 

Notice the funny switch there to the present tense in the last verse, not “I have been,” but “I am among you as one who serves.” Now there’s a similar incident elsewhere in the gospels where you get this discussion about who’s the greatest, but it has a different final sentence (Matt 20:20-28; Mark 10:35-45). You only get this last sentence here in Luke’s Gospel. Do any of you see the significance of this? What is Jesus saying here in this context? First, remember that it’s Maundy Thursday. Jesus is among them as their servant, and He, most obviously, shows His service of them in dying for them. But it goes further than that if you take it within the context of the Lord’s Supper and the idea of table, sitting at the table, waiting at the table. What’s He saying? In Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper, Jesus is present, not just as the host, who is waited upon or served by his people, but primarily as the one who serves His people in the Lord’s Supper. He waits upon them in the Lord’s Supper. He serves them. 

It’s in the Lord’s Supper that you see most clearly the nature of Christian worship as the Triune God, through Jesus, serving His people. Jesus serves them as fully as anybody can by giving Himself completely to them with His body and blood. Notice the connection between His sacrificial death and the Lord’s Supper and His service of His disciples. 

God liberated His people, so that they could worship Him. The goal of the Exodus was so that they could serve Him. So that they could worship Him appropriately, He Himself instituted Israel’s worship through His word. He didn’t let them devise their own system of worship, saying, “OK, now I don’t mind how you worship me, as long as you do something for me.” No! He Himself gave them the tabernacle. He prohibited idolatry. And He gave all the laws about the sacrifices, the priesthood— everything, the whole system of worship.

This comes out most clearly in Exodus 20:22-24. There’s a statement here of a principle that is very, very important for Israelite worship, and then, by extension, for all worship, including Christian worship. This comes immediately after the delivery of the Ten Commandments. The Israelites are at Mount Sinai. They’ve prepared themselves for God’s theophany to them. God has appeared to them. He’s given them the Ten Commandments. Since the people can’t stand God talking to them, they say, “OK, Moses, you do the talking. We’re quite happy to obey, to do everything that you tell us to do.” 

What’s the first commandment, then, that God gives after this? Immediately after the Ten Commandments we read: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Tell the Israelites this: You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you from heaven.…’” That’s the sum of the whole Sinai revelation, God speaking to them. They’ve heard the voice of God speaking to them from heaven. God has introduced Himself by name to them, committed Himself to them as their God, and spoken the Ten Commandments directly into their ears. Now he adds: “Do not make any gods to be alongside of me; do make for yourselves gods of silver or gods of gold.…” The thing that he emphasizes is that there are to be no idols and no worship of any other god except the Lord. This negative statement makes sense in light of what I mentioned in the first lecture concerning the significance of idols in the ancient world as being as means of access to the gods, the means by which pagan human beings approached their gods. Well if they could not have any idols, then how could they approach God and serve Him? 

The answer is given here in the next verse. “Make an altar of earth for me and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, your sheep, your goats, and your cattle. Wherever I cause my name to be honored (or remembered or proclaimed), I will come to you and bless you (NIV).” Now I’d like to focus on this last verse and its far-reaching significance. You have the Hiphil
 here of zākar: “Wherever I cause my name to be remembered, I will come to you and bless you.” Here God is saying that they couldn’t worship him anywhere, and anyhow. Where’s the only place that they were able to worship God? His presence. Yes, the place where God made Himself available and accessible to them, where He was present for them, where God had disclosed Himself, where He has revealed Himself by His name. That place where He has caused His name to be remembered was the place where they could use that name to remember Him. So He gives them both the means of access to Him and the place to access Him.
At the place where God had revealed his name, there the Israelites could remember the name of God, invoke God by his name, so that He would come to them there and bless them. So, for example in the Book of Genesis we see that Abraham didn’t build altars anywhere, at any place, but only at some places. Why was that? He built lots of altars. If you go to Genesis 12 you will find out he built an altar at Shechem and then at Bethel. Then later at Beersheba, Mamre, all the places which were later the sites for future sanctuaries. Then he also built an altar on top of Mount Moriah when he sacrificed Isaac. Abraham only built altars where God had revealed Himself.  At each place where God appeared to Abraham and said, “I am the Lord,” there Abraham set up an altar. Then at that place he called upon the name of the Lord. 

So, for example, there’s a bit of a problem about the site for the temple at Jerusalem, because God didn’t appear to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob at Jerusalem, unless the Book of Chronicles is right and that Jerusalem was the place where Abraham offered up Isaac. But that’s a very late tradition and is probably a reinterpretation of the data at a later date. As you all know Chronicles was written after the exile. How come the temple and the altar of the temple were built at Jerusalem? Well do you remember the end of the Book of Samuel, the story of the plague?
 David wants to hold a census. As a result of this, a plague comes upon Israel, and the angel is about to destroy Jerusalem. Then David intercedes for the people of Jerusalem. God sends the prophet Gad, and he tells David to build an altar there to the Lord at that place where David saw the angel of destruction.
 That’s the very famous temple altar which goes back to that event. That’s the end of the Book of 2 Samuel.

Well what’s the basic principle here in this? Why is it that the Israelites aren’t allowed to build an altar at any place except the place where God has commanded them to build an altar, where God has revealed Himself? It’s that the promise of His presence isn’t there. Yes, there’s no command, and there’s no promise. You can’t worship God anywhere and anyhow, but only where God has commanded to be worshipped and how God has authorized it. That is the first and most basic principle of worship of our Lutheran theology of worship.
 That, my friends, I fear, has been largely forgotten and may soon be lost completely. It’s not just Lutheran issue, it’s a Reformation principle, and it goes back to the early church. You’ll find out that the church fathers had a very strong sense that you can’t worship God anywhere, but only where God has commanded and how God has commanded us to worship Him. 

Luther put it very graphically. He says that God is present everywhere. He is even present in this chalk. Why can’t I worship God in this chalk? Will I find God if I pray to Him and try to grasp Him in this chalk? Of course not, because there’s no command, and there’s no promise attached to it. But I will find God in the water of Baptism and the bread and wine of Holy Communion. Why? I find him in His Word. Wherever I have God’s word of command and word of promise attached to a place or thing, I can find Him there. Idolatry, if you like, is worshipping God where and how I chose to find Him. Idolatry is worshiping God contrary to His word, in ways that He Himself has not commanded.

Can I point out one other very important principle from this passage? If I asked you why you worshipped God, what answer could you give? Why worship God? Why did the Israelites offer sacrifices upon the altar there in Jerusalem, or Bethel, or wherever the proper places for worship were? They worshipped there because that’s where God had promised to come to them and bless them. The altar and the sacrifices of the altar are the means by which God comes to His people. There He comes to them in grace to bring them blessing. They are the means by which God is present with His people and administers his blessings. So they come to him there to receive blessing from Him there. 

But notice that the focal point of the God-given divine service is not an idol. It’s not even the ark of the covenant, the mercy seat. Rather, the meeting point is the altar. The Israelites meet God at the altar. Hence, I’ve entitled this section, “Meeting God at the Altar.” That, by the way, is why those churches that follow the orthodox catholic tradition always focus on the altar. That has deep Old Testament significance, and that’s a witness to the continuity between the Testaments. The churches remove the altar from the assmbly, in a sense, say that there is no continuity between Old Testament and New Testament in the divine service.

Can I just, before you go on, ask a question on the translation, “I will cause my name to be remembered.”
 Is ‘remembered’ the better translation? Yes, because there’s a pun here. There’s two sides to it. First, the Hebrew means that God himself “proclaims” His name
, as He did to Moses at Mount Sinai when He preached His name. He says, “The Lord, the Lord, gracious and merciful, slow to anger…”
 He’s preaching, proclaiming His name. When He appears to someone, He proclaims His name. He always says: “’Ănî ’Ădōnāy! I am the Lord!” He preaches Himself, He proclaims Himself. He always uses the holy name to introduce Himself. The holy name is God’s gift of access to His grace. That is its essence. So He preaches Himself when He proclaims His name. That’s the first sense here.  Wherever God proclaims, preaches, reveals His name, his self, there He comes to bless His people.

But there’s the other side of it too. “Wherever I cause my name to be remembered” is the other way you can translate it. After God has revealed Himself to His people, he wants them to invoke His name at that place. So they remember Him by name, because He reveals Himself through His name to them. Hence the translation, “Wherever I cause my name to be honored (NIV).” God says: “Wherever human beings proclaim my name, declare my name, there I will come bless them.” 
Hence, we begin our worship: “In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.” I don’t know what you’ve been taught, but the dominant tradition of Lutheranism is to see the invocation as a proclamation rather than a prayer. It’s a declaration, an announcement to the congregation. So when I say, “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” I always face the congregation, and I raise my hands to emphasize that it’s a performative utterance, just as I do when I speak the absolution or give a blessing. It is a declaration. It is preaching. It’s proclamation. It’s not invocation? Well invocation has that double sense. In English, “invoking” means to call on, or to call out. So it’s to call out the name by speaking about someone, or to call on the name, in the sense of addressing by name. But the Invocation isn’t primarily an address to God; it is us speaking His name upon the congregation. It’s proclamation, if you want to use Luther’s term. With the gestures, just as you were saying there, by making the sign of the cross? Yes, you could do that too. Then that’s how I would do it. That’s fine because then that connects it too with the absolution and the blessing. It’s very much the same thing. It’s a performative act. It also reminds the congregation of their baptism. Excellent! I mean that’s fantastic. I’d have no difficulties with that.

Can you, then, connect this passage very directly with Jesus’ words, “Do this in remembrance of me?” That word “remember” seems to get very much emphasis there. What you need to remember is that zākar in Hebrew is something different than “remember” in English. To remember in English is mainly a mental process. But it’s not exclusively so! I can say, “I remembered my wife’s birthday.” It doesn’t just mean that I remembered it by thinking, “Oh yes! Today is Claire’s birthday” If I just thought about it, I wouldn’t remember my wife’s birthday, would I? I need to do something to remember it. How did I remember her birthday? By getting her a present! Remembering is primarily an act in Hebrew. In English, it’s primarily a mental thing and only secondarily a physical act of commemoration. In Hebrew, it’s the other way around. It’s primarily an enactment, and only in a secondary sense is it a cognitive, intellectual thing. 

So to remember God means to worship God by participation in the divine service. You’ll find the two are synonymous. To forget God doesn’t mean that you don’t think about him, but you stop worshipping him. You don’t act in a way that acknowledges his divinity, his godness. So when we remember Jesus in the Lord’s Supper, we don’t remember what he did two thousand years ago, or what he will do when he returns at the end of the world. We celebrate it so that we can acknowledge his presence with us here and now. Very often “remember” also has a ritual sense in the Old Testament. It is used for presenting an offering, praying, and singing a song of praise. To remember God means to perform the ritual that he’s prescribed, just as, for example, remembering my wife’s birthday means performing the prescribed ritual of getting a present, singing “Happy Birthday,” and giving her breakfast in bed. That’s remembering. It’s performing those sets of ritual acts. 

Let me summarize what I have said. I hope you don’t mind, but I want to take a bit of time on this because of its importance in our present climate. God’s people couldn’t worship anywhere they chose, but only where He chose to reveal Himself. In Christian terms, what does this mean for us? For the Jews it meant that they had to worship God at Jerusalem, and they couldn’t worship him down in Egypt, or anywhere else. The only place they could offer sacrifices was in Jerusalem. The Jews now no longer offer sacrifices to God. Why? Well they have no place where they can do that now. They can’t offer them in Jerusalem because a mosque stands where the temple once stood. They can’t build a temple here in Cambridge or in London, because God hasn’t caused His name to be remembered there.

Now, for us as Christians, where is the place that God has revealed His name to us fully, His full Trinitarian name? In Israel! No! That’s far too narrow and inaccessible to us. Remember, that’s the question that the woman at the well asks. Where should we worship God? At Mount Gerizim, that is, the ancient site of Shechem where Abraham built his first altar (Gen 12:6-7), or down in Jerusalem? And what does Jesus say? “The time is coming when you won’t worship the Father either in Jerusalem or on this mountain,”
 but how will you worship God? In spirit and in truth! Yes, in spirit and in truth.
  “In spirit” doesn’t mean spirit in the sense of my mind or my emotions, but it means by the Holy Spirit. And who’s the truth? Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me.”
 So where is the temple of the living God, the place where God reveals Himself? It is Jesus. “The Word became flesh and tabernacled among us.”
 Jesus is the place where we worship God, the only place where we worship God. Luther says that apart from Jesus you won’t find God. 

So it isn’t true that you’re closest to God when in the garden, like many rich people say. No, indeed not. And it needn’t necessarily mean that you’re closer to God in a church building, the way some others say. Our place for worship is Jesus. So you won’t make any sense of the whole New Testament theology of worship unless you see that Jesus is the shrine, the altar, the place where we worship God. 

Secondly, the focus of worship in the Old Testament wasn’t an idol in the Holy of Holies, but the altar of burnt offering. The altar was the place where God came and blessed His people, and the people then offered sacrifices. Through the offering of sacrifices at the altar, God came to his people to bless them. Why did they offer sacrifices? It wasn’t for God’s benefit. God didn’t get anything from it, but it was the God-given means by which God Himself met them, the means by which He gave them access to Himself. The sacrifices were the means of grace by which God came to His people and blessed them.

Since God instituted the place, the times, and the method of service, it was idolatry and sacrilege to serve him contrary to His prescriptions. You’ll find out that the Pentateuch not only says that God is to be worshipped only at His altar, but he also says that there are particular times in which He is to be worshipped (Lev 23; Num 28-29). What are the times, the holy times for the divine service? There’s the weekly Sabbath. There are the days for the new moon. But most importantly there are the great festivals, the pilgrim festivals: Passover, Pentecost, Tabernacles. And associated with Tabernacles, you had the New Year Festival and then the Day of Atonement. These were the holy times. So God not only instituted the place of meeting, mô‘ēd, but also the time of meeting. The same word that is used for the Tent of Meeting is also used the time of meeting. Mô‘ēd means “meeting time” and “meeting place.”
Thirdly, God didn’t just prescribe the place and the time of worship, but also the means of worship. How were they to worship God? By offering sacrifices! The sacrifices needed to be very, very carefully regulated so that they were not abused and used in a pagan way. That’s why you get so many regulations about the sacrifices. The most outstanding thing about the regulation of sacrifices in the Old Testament are two features. First of all, the Old Testament is very, very careful about what human beings do with the blood of the sacrifice. All the blood must be offered back to God. You won’t find that in any other pagan sacrifices. Secondly, it cuts out any notion of the sacrifice being the food of God. Any practices which focus on that are excluded by definition by the laws of sacrifice.

Let’s go, for example, to the Book of Kings or Chronicles, which you probably know very well. Why was it that somebody like Hezekiah is praised, but other kings, like Jeroboam I or Jeroboam II of the Northern Kingdom, are damned out of sight. If you asked who, politically, or economically, was a best of the Israelite kings by all our modern standards, modern scholars would conclude that Hezekiah was a pretty feeble politician. And they’d probably say that the two greatest Israelite kings after David and Solomon were Jeroboam 1 and Jeroboam 2 in the Northern Kingdom. 

Now why were they so roundly condemned? They decided to chose their own place for worship. First, they decided on a place for worship, which was not in Jerusalem, but in Bethel and Dan, in the high places there, the sites of former idol worship (1 Kgs 12:26-33). But if challenged, in their own defense, they would say, “Look, we are worshipping the Lord, the God of Israel, the God who brought our ancestors from Egypt.” And that’s quite true! They worshipped the Lord. They didn’t worship any pagan god. Jeroboam never worshiped Baal. He may have allowed other people to, but he didn’t do it himself. But he offered the divine service in the wrong place. 
Second, he did more than that. He did it at the wrong time? Yes, at the wrong time. He changed the date for the Festival of Tabernacles from the seventh month to the eighth month. 
Third, he did something else too. He appointed as priests anybody who wanted to, his own cronies to reward them and keep them on side. He didn’t appoint them of the tribe of Levi, but he appointed his own cronies. He himself also served as the high priest on festive occasions.

Four, as well as that, he set up his own means of access to God. He set up the golden calf. Now the golden calf wasn’t an idol for a pagan god, but it was an idol for the Lord. It wasn’t another god, technically speaking, or even theologically speaking. If you asked Jeroboam, “Who are you worshipping when you bow down in front of the golden calf?” he would have said, “YHWH!” In fact, he would have invoked YHWH as he bowed before him. What was wrong with worshipping God in the form of that idol? It was contrary to the first command, the prohibition of God. So in each of these cases he worships God in a way that’s contrary to the Word of God. Because of this, he’s damned, and the sin of Jeroboam is proverbial then in the Old Testament. What’s the sin of Jeroboam? Idolatry! But it’s idolatry, because it involves worshipping God contrary to his Word.

Well what’s the significance of this for us as Christians, us as Lutheran pastors? Luther made a great deal of this. In fact, in a sense, this one of the building blocks of his whole theology of worship. But I can worship God anywhere. Yes, that’s one of the modern problems that has caused so much trouble for us as pastors. People don’t distinguish between God’s omnipresence as creator and lawgiver and judge and access to his gracious presence in the means of grace. God may be present everywhere, but He is not present for us and available to us everywhere. We can find where He has made Himself available to us through His Word. By His Word He establishes where and how He meets with us and we with Him in the divine service.
That’s why the Lord’s Supper is essential for us. Why is it that we have Confession and Absolution? Why is it that we have a General Prayer? Why is it that we have the reading of Scripture and the proclamation of the Gospel? Why is it that we have Baptism? Why do we have all those elements? Why is it that we have singing and praise? It’s all because they’re commanded by God. Right, do you see the basic principle? And you can go through our whole Lutheran liturgy, and you can see the way it’s been constructed according to this principle of divine institution. 

Don’t get me wrong! I’m not saying that you’re stuck with one form of liturgy and that you can’t celebrate in different ways. But whatever your form of worship is, it must be in accordance with the word of God. You must make it quite clear that the means of grace, which God himself has instituted, are central. We must make it quite clear that we worship Christ as he has commanded, the Christ of the Scriptures rather than the Christ that we would like to have, the Christ that we fabricate out of our own imagination and wishful thinking. 

Now as I have said, we have this principle of divine institution in common with the Reformed churches. Calvinists are even more insistent on this than we are. There is, however, one distinct difference between Lutherans and, generally speaking, the Calvinist tradition on this. It has to do with what Lutherans call adiaphora.
 The strict Calvinist tradition would say that only that which God has commanded can be allowed in worship. What do Lutherans say? The Calvinists say that if it isn’t commanded, then you can’t do it. Lutherans say if it isn’t prohibited, then you can do it. Yes, you can do it, provided- there’s always a proviso!- that the means of grace and the centrality of the gospel isn’t obscured. 

So, for example, we could possibly countenance the speaking in tongues. It’s neither commanded nor prohibited. So even Paul says: “Don’t prohibit speaking in tongues” (1 Cor 14:39). But nowhere does he tell us to speak in tongues. First, what safe-guards would we have to make before you could allow this to happen? That somebody interprets it. Yes, somebody interprets it. That’s a Scriptural principle (1 Cor 14:27). But more generally within the whole theology of worship, there’s a danger that speaking in tongues is understood as the only evidence for the baptism in the Spirit and that, in turn, can result in the teaching that, contrary to Ephesians 4:5, there two baptisms. So, Baptism is shoved aside and degraded. The importance of Baptism for the whole of the Christian life is diminished, and Baptism is no longer regarded as a means of grace.

Take another example! There’s another common charismatic practice, the singing of praise. Why do charismatics tend to emphasize praise singing so much? It’s man’s response. No, they go further than saying that our human response to what God has done ffor us. They’ll go further than that, at least the ones that I know. It’s the old Psalm 22:3! Yes, they claim that God is “enthroned in the praises of Israel.” That’s their basic proof-text! That becomes the means of grace. It becomes their means of grace, their means of the Spirit. Where and how is God present with His people? It is through their praise! The praise goes up and the glory comes down! Now there’s a half-truth in that, because praise is proclamation. Where God’s name is proclaimed, and his grace is proclaimed, particularly where it’s not done in a dull, half-hearted way, but with the whole of our being and sung by the congregation, there God is present in his grace. Yet it isn’t the praise that evokes His presence, but it is the proclamation of His name and His word in praise. 

The danger then is that praise becomes the primary means of grace. What does it then displace? Baptism, Lord’s Supper, proclamation. So we have what is sacrificial instead of sacramental! That’s right! It becomes sacramental rather than sacrificial. No, from our point of view we are making it sacrificial. Yes, for us it is sacrificial rather than sacramental. Although we shouldn’t push that too far, because in a sense there is a sacramental aspect to praise, as I said, because we don’t just proclaim the word of God in a sermon. The whole liturgy is proclamation. So, when you sing a hymn you are preaching. We’re teaching, admonishing one another; we’re preaching the word of Christ (Col 3:16). Praise is preaching to one another, and it’s a very effective form of preaching. You can touch and move people in a way through good singing and through hymnody, provided that it’s gospel-centered. I mean it’s not just any hymn. It’s not just with any hymn; it’s with a gospel hymn. It must proclaim the name of God and His gospel of grace; it must be orthodox. Once again, the basic principle of what is consistent with the gospel applies.

I’ve taken quite a lot of time with that because I think it touches upon some of the big problems that we have in our circles as far as worship is concerned. Do you have the same problems here? When you talked about worshipping in Spirit and in truth, what was the point? You say that we should worship where Jesus is, with Jesus Christ. You’re talking about the word and sacraments. Is that what you’re referring to? Yes, it’s both. You can’t separate them. The presence of Jesus is attached to the means of grace. It’s how He has promised to be present. That’s where He is present! The means of grace not as some mechanical performance, but as His means by which He is present with us. So we find Christ in spirit and in truth where the Holy Spirit is active through Word and Sacrament. That’s where He is to be found. 

The Order of the Ritual in the Divine Service

Now I want to focus on the significance of the sacrifices in the Old Testament and the role of the sacrificial ritual in the service of the Lord. In practical terms, when Israelites said, “We will serve the Lord,” they meant, “we’re going to go up to Jerusalem and will offer sacrifices there.” Before I come on to this, I think a number of important distinctions need to be made.

We need to distinguish between two different kinds of sacrifices in the Old Testament. First, there are the public sacrifices for the whole congregation. They’re the ones that are mostly listed in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. And then there are the individual ones for people and their families. So, for example, if I as a layperson went up to Jerusalem, I wouldn’t offer very many sacrifices at all. I’d hardly ever offer a sin offering. Almost surely, I wouldn’t ever offer a guilt offering. I might not ever offer very many burnt offerings in my life, but I would offer many cereal offerings and peace offerings. The private, individual sacrifices were the ones that were voluntary. They weren’t commanded, by and large. The one or two that are commanded are for very specific cases. The ones that are commanded, that are instituted, are the public sacrifices. 

So whenever you read about sacrifices anywhere in the Old Testament, the first thing you need to do is to work out whether the person is talking about the public sacrifices or the private sacrifices. So, for example, in the psalm that we read just before, Psalm 50, God is talking to the individual Israelites. He’s not saying that he doesn’t want any sacrifices. After all, He has ordained the sacrifices. He’s not talking about the public sacrifices. He’s criticising the ordinary people who think that He needs a burnt offering as food from them. So you get the wealthy people who come down to Jerusalem and offer 500 sheep to God as a burnt offering. God says, “Look, I don’t want that as a private sacrifice.” That’s what’s being referred to there. That’s the first distinction. Are you clear on that?

Then one of the puzzling things for us is the profusion of sacrifices. I think it’s helpful to us if we see that there is a basic order in the presentation of sacrifices. The sacrifices are not just a big jumble of random ritual enactments, but there are more important and less important sacrifices. And the sacrifices were always offered in a set sequence, just as there is an order in our liturgy. We don’t just jumble everything together and start off with the blessing and end with the absolution, but there’s an order. Everything has its place within the sequence, and yet there is a unity. And the same was the case too in the ritual of the Old Testament at the temple. There was a particular ritual order for the whole divine service.

Let’s start off with the central public sacrifices. I’m talking about public sacrifices now, not private sacrifices, sacrifices that were offered on behalf of the whole nation, the congregation of Israel. What’s the essential sacrifice that’s offered every day, morning and evening? The burnt offering! Yes, the daily burnt offering for God to meet with his people.
 And the burnt offering consists of two parts. There’s the burnt offering of a lamb in the morning and the evening, and attached to that you have the cereal offering. Now the cereal offering is an essential part of it and offered to God together with it. It is, as it were, tacked on to the burnt offering. The cereal offering is not an independent one apart from it. It was, quite literally, placed on top of the burnt offering. So it was offered on top of it. Now that combined offering established the basic order of sacrifice, every morning, every evening.
 

In this basic order there are, ritually speaking, four main parts to its  enactment. First of all, there’s the blood rite. And that means that the male lamb is first presented before God. It’s slaughtered. The blood is drained from the animal. Then what’s done to the blood? It’s splashed up against the altar in the rite of atonement for cleansing from impurity. That’s the blood rite. That comes first and everything associated with it. 
Then after the rite of atonement comes the entry of the high priest or his deputy into the Holy Place to attend to the lamps and to offer up the most holy incense before God on the altar for incense. In this part of the service the high priest stands in for the twelve tribes of Israel before God and intercedes for them in order to gain His approval and blessing for them.
In the third part of the service, the meat from the animal that has been slaughtered and had its blood splashed up against the altar for burnt offering is burnt on the altar. All the animal, together with the prescribed part of the cereal offering, is offered up to God upon the altar in a cloud of smoke. 
Then there’s always a meal. And who are the people that do the eating? The priests! Yes, the priests. Only a hand full of the cereal offering, mixed with olive oil and incense, is placed and burnt on the altar. Who eats the rest of the cereal? Who eats the rest of the bread that’s offered to God? It’s the priests. But they don’t eat any of meat from the burnt offering. That’s given up exclusively to God. 

That’s the basic pattern for the daily services. There’s the blood rite, there’s offering of incense, there’s the burning, and then there’s the eating of a holy meal. That, if you like, is the basic order of service. Now this basic order was expanded to fit in all the other sacrifices. It provides the template for them.
This public burnt offering of a male lamb with some flour is the daily sacrifice. Now, let’s say we had a festival or some other special occasion. The burnt offering would be preceded by another offering as a kind of introductory service. Like our Service of Confession and Absolution, it comes before the main service. Do you know which one it would be? It’s the sin offering, or more correctly, the offering for purification. The sin offering is the offering for purification. Occasionally there was a guilt offering, but guilt offerings were very, very rare. This was a most irregular private sacrifice. It was never a part of the regular order of service.

Now let’s consider the sin offering.
 There are two different kinds of sin offerings, or offerings of purification. There are the ones that are public, for the whole congregation (Lev 4:1-21), and then there are the individual ones (Lev 4:22-35). Now the most important part of the sin offering for the congregation was what was done with the blood, the blood rite. This was extended a little bit further than the normal lay offering. If there was an offering for the purification of the whole congregation and the temple, some of the blood would be taken into the holy place and sprinkled towards the curtain. That’s one part of the blood. Then some blood would be smeared on the four horns of the altar for incense. And then the rest would be poured out at the base of the altar as was the case with the blood rite for the lay Israelite. But the most important part of the sin offering was what was done with the blood. 

What about this thing about sprinkling the blood on the people? That’s an extraordinary ritual. I spoke a bit about it briefly yesterday. There are two occasions in which the blood was sprinkled on some other object in the public rite of atonement. On the Day of Atonement, it was sprinkled on the mercy seat. There were only two occasions where the blood was sprinkled on people. The regular occasion was at the dedication and consecration of priests. The priests as part of their consecration would put on their robes, and then a mixture of the blood and the anointing oil would be sprinkled on them (Exod 29:21; Lev 8:30). So it’s a sort of consecration. Yes, it’s an essential part of the rite for the consecration of the priests. Blood from the altar doesn’t just cleanse and purify, but it also sanctifies; it makes holy. Its connection with the most holy anointing oil makes that clear. 

There’s one occasion in Israel’s history where blood was sprinkled on the whole people of Israel. Do you know where it is? Mount Sinai! Yes we read about it in Exodus 24:8. It happened immediately after God had given them the covenant. Usually scholars interpret that sprinkling, that blood ceremony, as the sealing of the covenant. This Reformed interpretation that was championed by Calvin is, at best, only partially true, because the sprinkling of the blood consecrates the Israelites as his holy people. Remember that God had said in Exodus 19:5 that he chosen them to be his royal priesthood, a holy nation. Since they were sprinkled with blood by Moses they are a holy nation. They’re all God’s royal priests. They’re a priestly nation, and as a priestly nation, they all have access to God’s presence in the divine service that God establishes for them as part of his covenant with them at Mt Sinai. 
So the ordination of priests and the consecration of Israel at Mount Sinai are the two times that people were sprinkled with the blood from a sacrificed animal in the Old Testament.

Now let me follow that through to the New Testament because something wonderful happens in the New Testament. Remember what was sprinkled and splashed with blood in the Old Testament. Usually it was the altar to purify and sanctify it. It also happened to the priests at their ordination
 and then to Israel only once at Mount Sinai.
 But they lost the benefit from that because they worshipped the golden calf. Shortly after they were consecrated as his holy people they desecrated his holiness in the worst possible way by breaking the first commandment. From then on they were never again sprinkled with blood. They had limited access to God’s holiness. 

Well, what does the New Testament say about the sprinkling that we receive from Jesus? What part of the person is sprinkled with His blood? The New Testament doesn’t talk about the sprinkling of the body, but it talks about the sprinkling of the heart and the conscience (Heb 9:13; 10:33; 12:24; 1 Pet 1:2)! The heart, the conscience, has been sprinkled with the blood of Christ, and as a result of this, we are perfected as priests. We are not only purified, but we are totally sanctified. Not only is the body sanctified, but the spirit is sanctified as well. The whole person is holy. 
When and how are we sprinkled from the inside out? Remember  the strict prohibition in the Old Testament about drinking the blood of any animal! No Jew was ever allowed to drink any blood under any circumstances. Since that is so, the most astonishing and offensive words that Jesus ever spoke were: “Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sin.”
 That’s the blood which sprinkles us. It isn’t sprinkled on us outwardly, but we drink it. We are purified, sanctified inside. Our conscience, our heart, is sprinkled with the blood of Jesus. So therefore, our bodies and our spirits become temples of the living God. We are holy people through the blood that is inside us. We are all part of the royal priesthood.

Now, in Lutheran theology we’ve done a lot of reflection on the real presence and the significance of eating the body of Christ, but we haven’t had the corresponding reflection, I think, on what it means to drink the blood of Christ. And none of our Christian traditions, at least modern ones, have ever reflected very deeply on that. Do you get the point I’m making? That’s very, very rich in its implications if you come to it from the Old Testament.
 

It might strike us as being a little bit ghoulish and hard to take.  But it is not so for many people who are animists. I taught this once to some Aboriginals in the center of Australia. And they were utterly ecstatic, at first, when they heard it. It made perfect sense to them in their particular cultural setting. For some of them, it was the most wonderful thing that they ever heard, because blood is the most important thing in their world. Traditionally, the drinking of blood is very significant for them because they believe that they gain the spiritual life power of an animal by drinking its blood. Blood is used in all the important ceremonies. So they could understand why the drinking of blood was prohibited in the Old Testament. Traditionally, they drink blood for animistic reasons, to get possession of the spirit of animals or spirit of people. They use it for magic. They use it for sorcery. All those kinds of things! But drinking it is the most important thing. And so they could see why the drinking of blood is prohibited in the Old Testament. It cut out the involvement of the Israelites in pagan spiritism. So, when Jesus says, “Take and drink, this is my blood which is given for you,” they know what he is doing. That gift of his life blood to his disciples fits perfectly in their whole way of life. 

Now to return to what I was saying, the public service, the daily burnt offering, could be expanded at the beginning by the sin offering.  Closely associated with this the Israelites could also present a guilt offering to make amends for an act of desecration. But the guilt offering was, as I said, is hardly ever offered.
 

What happened, each morning, after the public burnt offering had been completed and the sin offerings, if any, had been finished? The Israelite families presented their peace offerings! They consisted of an animal for meat, flour mixed with olive oil for bread, and wine to drink.
 The purpose of that offering is to provide holy meat and bread and wine for a holy meal. Usually this is not a public offering. Only on some occasions, such as the dedication of the temple, representatives of the congregation present public peace offering and eat the meat from them in a communal banquet.
 But basically the peace offering is the private sacrifice. It’s not an essential part of the public sacrifice but comes after it. 

What happens to the blood of the peace offering? It’s sprinkled like the blood of the burnt offering. What part of the peace offering is burnt upon the altar? Do any of you remember? It’s the kidney fat and the kidneys and the liver lobe. That’s significant, because it’s directed against certain pagan practices. It has to do with divination and the practice of spiritism that’s associated with using fat, the liver, and the kidneys for divination and other ritual practices. And if any of you have read anything about Babylonian religion and the reading of omens in Babylonian religion, you’ll know what lies behind this. 

So the blood of the peace offering is poured out against the altar. The fat, the kidneys, the liver lobe are burned. And what happens to the rest of it? It’s eaten. Yes, most of it is eaten by the person who brings it together with his family and other invited guests. It’s eaten in a big sacrificial, festive banquet. They invited the members of their family and other guests to eat and drink with them in God’s presence. But part of it, the right shoulder, the full leg and the meat attached to it, is given to the priests to be eaten by them and their families. So it’s eaten, partly by the priests and partly by the lay people. In fact, unlike the meat and bread from other offerings, the priests don’t have to eat it at the sanctuary, but they can take it home and anybody in their families can eat that meat.

Right, now look at the order and sequence of the offerings! There’s a deep theological significance in it. First, the basic sacrifice is the burnt offering. That is the basic building block. You can have a sin offering attached to it. That’s the offering for purification. That is followed, usually, by peace offerings, and the central part of that has to do with eating a holy meal, eating the holy meat from the animal and the holy bead from the grain offering. Corresponding with that, then, you get a three part general ritual. Just as, for example, in our service you have Confession and Absolution as the preliminary rite. Then you get the Service of the Word, and then you get the Lord’s Supper. It’s basically a ritual enactment in three parts. 

So the divine service is divided into four parts in the Old Testament. There’s the blood rite for atonement from sin; there’s the presentation of incense as an act of intercession; there’s the offering up of the burnt offering to God for him to meet with his people; and then there’s the eating of a holy meal. 
By the way, there were two other things that were connected with  the presentation of the daily burnt offering. As the burnt offering is being presented on the altar at the temple in Jerusalem, the Levitical choir would sing the hymn of praise to proclaim God’s presence and grace and the congregation would prostrate itself, at the end of each verse, towards the altar as an act of homage to God, their heavenly King.
 So in the daily service both the song of praise by the choir and the performance prostration were closely associated with the enactment of burnt offering. After the presentation of the burnt offering and before the sacred meal, the High Priest would come down from the altar, stand in front of it comes  and pronounces the Aaronic Benediction. That for the congregation was the culmination of the service.

Now if we take the day as a whole we have the following order and sequence. It began with the morning burnt offering which stayed all day on the altar and ended with the evening burnt offering. The priests would begin to work with this service as soon as the temple was opened. After preparing the fire for all the offering they would present the morning burnt offering. After that, round about 10:00 am, the private sacrifices would be offered. And the private sacrifices would be offered basically in this order. If anybody had to offer any sin offerings or guilt offerings, they would be offered first. If anybody offered a voluntary, private burnt offering, it came next. And then came the peace offerings, which were divided into three classes. There was the thank offering. The distinctive feature of the thank offering was that during its presentation the choir would sing a psalm of thanksgiving. There were the votive offerings. Let’s say you were in trouble. You vowed that if God would help you, then you would offer a peace offering. That’s the votive offering. And then there was a free will offering which you gave to God as a spontaneous gift to Him, even through you had not promised to do so as was the case with the first two kinds of peace offerings. Those are the three peace offerings.

Now let’s look at the theology that governs the order and sequence of these offerings. Can any of you make any sense of it? What’s the significance of this arrangement? You have this three part pattern that seems to govern what is done. That order is significant. What’s the main feature of the blood rite, the significance of that? Sprinkling! What does God do through the blood rite? Purification! Yes, it’s for purification. It’s the rite of atonement. By the rite of atonement people are purified from their sin and their impurity, and they are prepared to come into the presence of God. Why? Well, if you come unclean into the presence of God, you’ll come under his judgment, rather than his blessing. So the emphasis here is on atonement, purification. Can you see that? It’s just the same as for us. How do we begin our order of service? Confession and Absolution. Yes, Confession and Absolution. We come into the presence of the holy God, the living God, as sinners. We should be zapped out of existence, but we come as forgiven sinners. We are purified by Christ’s sacrifice for us. So that’s the first part of our service, which corresponds to that.

 Then comes the offering up of the burnt offering to God. You can ascertain its significance in a number of stories in the Old Testament, such as the inauguration of the tabernacle in Leviticus 9 and the dedication of the temple in 2 Chronicles 7:1-6. According to Exodus 29:35-46, God establishes the altar for burnt offering and the daily burnt offering as the place and means and time for Him to meet with His people. He reveals His glory in a theophany by fire and smoke there on the altar (Exod 29:43; Lev 9:4, 6, 23-24).
 So, after the burnt offering had been placed on the altar at the dedication of the temple, God’s glory was revealed by the fire that comes from heaven (2 Chron 7:1-6). God reveals His presence to His people by the fire that comes down and devours the sacrifice. So the burnt offering has to do with the presence, the appearance of God, the coming of God to His people.
Why is the song of praise attached here to the burnt offering? Why is adoration attached to this part of the service? You don’t sing psalms of  praise elsewhere in the service. You don’t get any singing during the performance of blood rite at all. But praise is always attached to the burning, the presentation of the burnt offering. So does that have to do with absolution? No, the absolution comes from the blood rite, the rite of atonement, rather than the burnt offering. No, the song of praise is not sung between the blood rite and the burning of incense. It occurs as the burnt offering is presented and the smoke goes up. The prayers! Yes, the prayers. It’s partly prayer, but mainly praise. There are very few petitions in the hymns of praise, the psalms of praise. What do you do in praise? You proclaim the name of God, the grace of God, the deeds of God. You celebrate the presence of God. You proclaim His name, his presence, His grace. The Lord’s song is an announcement of God’s presence, the proclamation of God’s gracious presence. The song of praise proclaims the God who is present, who has come with blessing to His people. It tells how He comes to His people in grace and in blessing. It announces that He’s present as the gracious God to give His grace to his people, to hear their prayers, to see to their needs. That’s the emphasis here! 

Why prostration? The people of God prostate themselves in the presence of their holy heavenly King. Since God is present, they prostrate themselves to pay homage to him and to acknowledge him as their King. Why do we kneel as we receive Holy Communion? It’s an act of adoration. Why? I kneel because Christ is there present in the bread and the wine. So I pay homage to him. I receive Him on my knees. I acknowledge His presence in a very, very concrete, graphic ritual act that needs no explanation.

Why the emphasis on the eating a holy meal as an essential part of the divine service? What you need to remember is that the Israelites hardly ever ate meat. The only times you’d eat meat would be at the great festivals. So for the ordinary Israel that alone would make it a great occasion. If you think that only three times a year would you eat meat, imagine how much you’d enjoy the eating of meat on the great festivals. Feasting, drinking! Well, what’s the theological significance of these holy meals? And the whole book of Deuteronomy tells us why. It can be summarized in two words. It has to do with blessing and rejoicing. You acknowledge that God has blessed you, and you receive God’s blessing. You rejoice in God’s presence as His guests. He shares His joy with you through the sacrifices. You rejoice together with Him. You receive the gift of joy and, therefore, rejoice in His presence and in His gifts. 

That’s the basic order and sequence of sacrifices. I think I’ll stop there for today, and I’ll pick them up further tomorrow. I’ll take a closer look at some sacrifices, say a bit more about the sacrifices in general, and consider the role of the priests and the Levites in the performance of the divine service. Let’s take the rest of our time for some discussion.
You see that already here in the Old Testament, we have in rough form, at least in some way, the pattern of Christian worship. Can you see that? There are certain things that are different. Why don’t we have to perform the blood rite. It’s been done. Yes, it’s been done, and so all that needs to be said is the word of absolution. We don’t have to burn up the flesh of the victim. That’s been offered up. But we do have the name of the living God that is proclaimed. The word of the living God is proclaimed. There’s the proclamation of the presence. And it’s not just the proclamation of the presence, but the proclamation of access to His blessings. We receive His grace through the word, through preaching, which corresponds, roughly, to the burnt offering in its function. And what, for us, corresponds with the eating of bread from the grain offering and the meat from the peace offerings? The Lord’s Supper! Receiving the blessing! Yes, receiving God’s blessing by receiving all the gifts of God in and through the body and blood of Christ. That’s our sacrificial banquet. That’s the one thing, in sacrificial terms, that we have in common with the Old Testament. For us the Lord’s Supper is not a sacrifice for atonement. It’s not the same king of sacrifice as a burnt offering. But it is a sacrificial meal in which we receive the sacrificed body and blood of the victim, Christ, the risen Lord Jesus. That’s our service of God, the heart of the divine service. 

Notice, by the way, before I leave this, the importance of public worship. The Old Testament clearly distinguished between individual personal worship and public congregational worship. Every day the priests and the Levites conducted the same basic service for the whole nation. Like them, we don’t just worship God by ourselves, let alone for ourselves. The emphasis in the whole Christian tradition, until well after the Reformation, was that worship is always public. Hence we talk about public worship. Why do we talk about public worship? Ultimately for us, as for the people of Israel, there’s no such thing as private worship. There’s individual worship, but essentially worship is a public service that we perform as God has ordained for the benefit of the whole people of God and the whole world. So we also worship God for all the other people that don’t worship God. The fact that we Christians worship as we do brings benefit not only to us, but in some way, through us, through the priesthood of all believers, it brings benefit to all people on earth. We do it for all. Here in Cambridge we praise God for all the British people who don’t acknowledge God, who don’t worship God. It is for their benefit as well as ours. So it is public.

Would this give justification for Evensong in an Anglican cathedral even when no worshipers were present other than the choir? I would once have regarded that with great horror. But it continues what was begun at the temple. You won’t understand the whole use of psalmody, the performance of praise in the daily service by the Levites unless you realize that the offering of praise is vicarious. The Levites were ordained by David to offer praises for him and the people (1 Chron 16:4, 7; 2 Chron 7:6). They themselves, in their song, called upon all the Israelites to join in their praises (1 Chron 16:13). And not just them! They also called upon all the nations of the earth to join in their praises (1 Chron 16:23, 28, 30). So it was vicarious. It’s best to regard it very much in the same way as we regard intercessory prayer. My prayers are not only for myself, but I intercede for other people. It’s for their benefit. In the same way, in the church which is God’s new heavenly choir here on earth, we thank God not only for the benefits that we’ve received, but also for his benefits to all other people.

Can you turn to I Timothy 2 where there’s a remarkable statement which is almost entirely ignored in most commentaries? Please read I Tim 2:1,2? “I urge, then, first of all, that requests: prayers, intercessions, and thanksgiving be made for everyone, for kings and all those in authority.” Stop there! OK! We usually hear sermons about the first two kinds of prayer, but we don’t hear much about the third. Notice, first it’s prayers for everyone. As Christians we don’t just meet for worship for our own benefit, we don’t only pray for our own needs. We pray for the needs of all people everywhere in the Prayer of the Church. Second, in worship we don’t just plead for forgiveness, grace, for our own sins, but we also plead for God to be merciful on the Hitlers and Stalins and the Pol Pots, the drug pushers, and sexual perverts. We pray for God’s mercy upon all people, all sinners. In that sense we intercede for them. So we don’t just pray for our needs and other people’s needs, but we intercede for God’s grace, for ourselves, and for other people. But notice the third thing. What do we do? We are to make thanksgivings for all people. Everybody receives God’s blessings. God makes the sun shine on good and bad alike. Most people never praise God for the blessings they’ve received. So in the divine service we Christians don’t just praise God for the blessings that we’ve received, but we’re also called to praise God for all those other people who have received His blessings too. 

So it’s a long way to answer your question about the daily performance of Evensong, but I think it’s right to do so. The only danger with that custom is if it is divorced completely from proclamation and from the sacrament. I think, it was Henry VIII who built the Chapel for King’s College here in Cambridge and endowed its choir for it to pray for the king and the country in a daily service of prayer and praise. Maybe it doesn’t strike you very much because you live here and are used to it, but there is something good and wholesome about that, despite the fact that there are so few people that worship God in Great Britain. As far as the nation’s concerned and the culture’s concerned, as far as the public life is concerned, there’s something remarkable about Britain that you won’t find anywhere else in the countries that I’ve been to. It may be because of the praying that goes on and the praising that goes on. Now I’m giving my own private personal opinion of this, because as Lutherans have never reflected much this aspect of worship, the performance of vicarious praise. And I think it’s something we need to rediscover. And, as I say, because of the work that I’m doing for my doctorate on the Lord’s song in Chronicles, I’ve recently become aware of its significance as is shown  in the Old Testament as well as by this important passage here in the New Testament.

I don’t know if you want to talk about it any further. But whether you disagree with this theology or disapprove of this practice, I would see that as one of the great things about the Anglican tradition, this tradition of praise whether people are present or not. They do it vicariously. Do you know what it replaces in medieval terms? What the monks did! The monks did it, but basically the most important thing that they did wasn’t the offering of the daily offices and praise, but was the sacrifice of the mass. This, if you like, is the Reformed or Anglican counterpart to the daily sacrifice of the mass, the daily sacrifice of praise. It lies behind the whole monastic movement. I suppose, as well, we feel uneasy about it because of the abuse of the mass. But I think that in our Lutheran tradition one of the dangers that we have is that we think too much in individualistic terms. We identify personal with individual. It’s true that our faith is personal and that we are called to a personal relationship with God. But we are never Christians in and by and for ourselves; we are only Christians within the family of God, within our whole community. The American kind of individualism is sheer illusion. It’s not only an illusion from the point of view of us as creatures, but also for us as Christians. We don’t understand and appreciate fully enough the corporate nature of our whole life. This makes sense if we see that none of us lives to ourselves, none of us dies to ourselves; we’re all tied together with each other in some way.

Because I’m not in tomorrow, can you tell me your opinion about Azazel in the Day of Atonement? I know that some evangelical theologies identify Azazel with Satan, not only the Adventists, but even some evangelicals. What do you think about that? I agree that there are good reasons to do so from the fact that it is sent out into the desert. The desert is always the place of anti-God, the demonic, the disorderly place, the demonic place. Yes, but Satan does not himself transport our sins. Yes, that’s right. I’m first of all conceding what I can about that interpretation. The problem with that point of view is, and where I disagree with it, is the fact that the two goats are sacrifices. And they are holy because they are sacrifices. How can a holy sacrifice be demonic? Now that’s just nonsense. So I think that the names aren’t particularly significant. The name Azazel is far less significant than the fact that it goes to the realm of anti-God, bears the sins to the desert, the unclean place. If you wanted to put it in Christian terms, Christ descends into hell.  Why? To take away the sins? Yes, to take the sins away. He’s taken them back to where they belong. Yet the fact that Christ bears our sins, and He descends to hell, or however you like to put it, doesn’t mean that He is the devil.
The Role of Sacrifices in the Service of the Lord

Let me sum up what we covered yesterday so that what I now say will make some sense to anyone who just joined us. The topic I’m talking about is meeting at the altar, the performance of latreia, the service, the divine service, what that means in the Old Testament and then in the New Testament.

The focal point of the divine service in the Old Testament is the sacrifices, not the private sacrifices, but the public sacrifices that were prescribed to be offered every day and then the special ones at festivals. Yesterday I spoke about the set sequence that was prescribed for them. The basic sacrifice was always the combination of the burnt offering with the cereal offering. That was the daily offering. That could be expanded in number of ways on the festivals. It was preceded some occasions by the sin offering, the offering for cleansing from impurity, as well as the guilt offering, the offering of recompense for desecration, and it was followed by the peace offering. They are, if you like, extensions to the basic sacrifice. But the basic order of service for Israel is given by the performance of the public burnt offering each morning and evening.

Now, I’d like to speak a little bit, very quickly, on each one of these main sacrifices. I want to do so because one of the matters of debate for us Lutherans- and one of the differences between us and the whole Catholic tradition- is whether the Lord’s Supper is a sacrifice or not. I’ll put it to you that a lot of the discussion between us to the present day is bedeviled by semantics, because there is no general word for sacrifice in the Old Testament. 

If somebody asked me that question, I would ask them, “In what sense are you using the term “sacrifice”? Are you using it in a Biblical sense or a non-Biblical sense? If you are using it in a Biblical sense, which kind of sacrifice are you talking about, because there’s no general concept of sacrifice in the Bible?” If we can focus on that in our circles and in our dialogue with Rome, I think we’d likely to make some progress. Some progress has been made on that on the level of the academic theology. But not very much of that has filtered down to the grassroots level.

The Burnt Offering

The first most basic sacrifice is the public burnt offering, the ‘ōlah, coming from ‘ālāh, “going up”, with its cereal offering, the minhāh. Now the minhāh consisted of a hand full of flour, which was called the ’azkārāh, the “memorial portion.” Remember that yesterday we spoke about remembering! That’s the root for the “memorial offering.” As well as the flour, there was incense. Some incense was thrown onto the altar with the flour and some olive oil was mixed with the flour to make it more flammable before it was burnt. Some wine was poured out as a libation, a drink offering, on the base of the altar. That is the minhāh. It consists of those four things. 

Now the burnt offering was offered twice a day, in the morning and in the evening. They were the two times for sacrifice, the times for prayer, too. The burnt offering could be offered by individuals, as they pleased, for special purposes, but it wasn’t prescribed for them. If an individual offers a burnt offering, it’s always a very special, extraordinary act. A person could offer it as an individual freewill offering, or as an extraordinary thank offering. God did not require individual Israelites to offer a burnt offering to Him, except on a couple of very unique occasions, like when a woman has cleaned herself from the childbirth, the cleansing of a leper, and a couple of other cases like that where a burnt offering is prescribed. But normally an individual Israelite could go through the whole of his life and never offer a burnt offering. It was a public offering, not a private offering. 

The unique feature of the burnt offering was the fact that all of its flesh was burned on the altar to satisfy and to please God. It’s from this part of the Old Testament that you get the classical Lutheran doctrine of satisfaction. You know the orthodox discussion of the atonement. Part of the atonement is that God is satisfied with the offering of Christ. The notion of satisfaction which goes back to medieval times, is a very important part of the orthodox doctrine of atonement. It has its roots here. The burnt offering is offered to God so that he’s satisfied with it and those who offer it; it pleases him (Exod 29:41; Lev 1:9, 13, 17). The stock phrase for this is that it’s offered up as “a pleasing odor/aroma to the Lord”. That gives us some idea of what is accomplished by the sacrifice of the burnt offering. 

The purpose of the sacrifice is for God to accept His people, to signal His approval to the people. By accepting their sacrifices, He accepts them (Lev 1:3, 4). The two things go together. They approach God by offering Him sacrifices and God then signals His pleasure with His people, His satisfaction with them, His approval of His people, by accepting their sacrifices. All the other “fire offerings”, the other gifts that were offered to God, were laid and burned on this offering (Lev 2:2, 9, 10; 3:5, 11, 16). The technical term for this is ’išeh, a fiery part, the part that was burned upon the altar.

The congregation performed an act of prostration before the Lord at the beginning of the burnt offering and then at intervals during the burnt offering, as the temple orchestra and choir invoked the Lord and praised him (2 Chron 29:28). We had an echo of that in the psalm that we sang this morning, Psalm 95: “0 come let us worship and bow down, let us kneel before the Lord our maker!” The Hebrew word hištahăwāh, that is translated by “worship” there and everywhere in the Old Testament does not describe a mental attitude or emotional state. It describes what you do when you kneel down and put your face on the ground before someone or something. It is the technical ritual term for an act of prostration. 

Is that full flat out? Yes, it’s falling flat down on your face before God. That’s what Muslims do. Islam means prostration! It’s done in three stages. You bow; you kneel; and then you prostrate yourself with your face on the ground. The Israelites did this when came into the temple courts (Jer 7:2). After entering the gates of the temple, they prostrated themselves in front of the altar. And then at the beginning of the burnt offering the priestly trumpeters would blow their trumpets, and everybody would prostrate themselves. And at the end of every verse that was sung, the trumpets would blow, and the people would prostrate themselves in the same way as people prostrate themselves when they come into the presence of a king in the court. So the Israelites approached their heavenly King in the same way as they approached an earthly king; they paid homage to him by prostrating themselves in front of him. 

That part of Psalm 95 has its Sitz im Leben here in the presentation of the burnt offering. It was sung during the presentation of the burnt offering. So you get the burnt offering, the prostration, and the singing all occurring together at the same time. So the Psalm actually took quite a long time then, I suppose. Yes. It was divided into verses. And eventually in the Intertestamental Period there were prescribed psalms for each of the seven days of the week and for other special occasions. 
Through the presentation of the burnt offering, Israel approached her Lord and received his grace. It was their basic means of grace. It was the bridge between God and man. God approached His people through the sacrifice. He revealed Himself. He revealed His glory. He communicated His blessing to His people, and His people approached Him. The sacrifice was, if you like, the way of God to man and the way of man to God. It’s the bridge between God and man. The basic axiom of the Old Testament is that there is no approach to God except through sacrifice. I’ve heard Christian theologians say that that has been abolished. Strictly speaking, that’s not true. It hasn’t been abolished. The only approach that we have is through the sacrifice of Christ. We don’t have to offer it again because it has been offered once and for all. He is the way of the Father to us, and he is our way to the Father. His statement: “No one comes to the Father but by me (John 14:6)” needs to be understood within this cultic sense.

How has that affected modern Judaism? It’s created an enormous crisis, because the whole of Judaism until the destruction of the first temple focused on the temple and the sacrifices. There were two pillars of Judaism up until the destruction of the first temple. The two pillars were the temple and the Torah. And you can’t have the one without the other. The Torah is basically teaching about worship, God’s divine word, his institution of Israel’s worship and the temple. And the temple is, then, the place where God’s glory dwells with the šεkînāh. It’s the place where you can offer sacrifices, approach God in prayer. You always pray towards the temple (1 Kgs 8:30). 

The synagogues were not, originally, independent places of worship, but they were extensions of temple worship before the destruction of the temple. They were connected with it and its services. They were localizations of it; they synchronized their services with the temple worship. 
The Torah and the temple go together. Once you lose the temple, you’ve lost the most important part of Judaism. The Mishnah deals with this problem: “How can we still be Jews without a temple? What becomes important now that there is no place for sacrifice?” The most important thing, first of all, is not the temple anymore, but the Torah. In the services of the synagogue the reading of Exodus 29:35-46 replaces the performance of the daily burnt offering.
And what replaces the temple as the place of God’s presence? Do they see that as the Torah? The Torah scroll. To some extent the Torah scroll, because the synagogue has the “tabernacle” which houses the scroll. That contains the presence. That’s the Holy of Holies. What’s the Holy Place then? The same thing. No! The Jewish community. So the community, the liturgical community that observes God’s commandments, becomes the temple of God, the place of the presence. That’s Ezekiel then. Yes, that’s where it’s drawn from. The people in exile become the “little temple” or the “temple for a little while” during the exile in Babylon (Ezek 11:16). That teaching became very important in that post-exilic period and helped to redefine the whole of Judaism after 70 AD. 

But the problem is that with the destruction of the temple you can’t offer sacrifices. The whole priesthood, all the sacrifices, the assurance of forgiveness, cleansing: all this is no longer possible. So it’s in that post-temple period that the giving of alms replaces the offering of sacrifices. You see how Judaism changes, then, when you no longer have the temple and the sacrifices. The danger is then that it can become very legalistic. It loses the means of grace, if you like to think about it in Lutheran terms.

Do they look at this period of their existence without the temple as being, like through the other periods of the Old Testament, where they were, during exile, under punishment from God because of their sins? That’s one tradition, but there are lots of different traditions. There is a tradition which sees that this is a time of exile from God’s presence, which will be then restored when the Messiah comes, builds the Ezekiel temple, and then restores the divine service. But that’s only one tradition. There are other ways in which it’s been understood. 

The Peace Offerings

Secondly, the other sacrifice that’s most important is the peace offering, the zebah  šεlāmîm, “the sacrifice of peace offerings”. This is the basic individual sacrifice. The peace offering consisted mainly of first-born male animals. Every first-born male animal was holy to the Lord (Exod 34:19; Lev 27:26). You could only eat it at the temple. It was holy. It meant that it had to eaten at the temple. 

Now if you were wealthy that created a problem for you and my family. Let’s say I had 5000 sheep. You can imagine how many first-born lambs you had every year. That’s the first male lamb born to a ewe. Every first-born male animal belongs to the Lord. How do you present all of them as offerings? What are you going to do with all of these animals? You can’t eat them all by yourself with your family. You can’t use them for secular purposes. You can’t eat them at home. You’ve got to eat them at the temple. What you do then is that when you go down to the temple for the great festivals, you invite other people in addition to the members of your own family. Well, who else does God tell you to invite as your guests in the book of Deuteronomy? The poor! Yes, the poor and the Levites (Deut 12:12, 18; 16:11, 14). 

The people who have no animals then join in with you, and you have this great big banquet. You invite your friends and neighbors to eat and drink together with you. So it evens things out. In this way the rich subsidize the feasting of the poor at the great festivals. It was a marvelous arrangement, actually, because you couldn’t do anything else with these animals, except eat them at the great festivals in the Lord’s presence. The first-born animals had to be offered to God and eaten at the temple! It’s a kind of compulsory saving. God command his people to save up these animals for feasting at the temple. Every year you knew you had to go down to the temple to take the animals there. So the law made sure that you did have something to eat when you did celebrate the great festivals. That’s the peace offerings.

The peace offerings were usually offered after the burnt offering at one of the three great pilgrim festivals: Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. You’re familiar with the pilgrim festivals? They were the festivals, the times that the ordinary Israelites were obligated to be present at the temple, or, at least, the heads of families were obligated to be present at the temple (Exod 23:14-17; 34:18-24; Deut 16:16-17). There was one pilgrim festival which was compulsory, the other two were obligatory. Do you know which was the most important, so important that if you didn’t celebrate this, you were cut off from Israel if you were head of a family? The Feast of the Passover (Exod 12:14-20; Num 9:1-13)! Yes, that’s the most important! Tabernacles is the second most important. Pentecost becomes less and less important as times go on, particularly as more and more Jews who lived far from Jerusalem or in diaspora couldn’t make the journey more than once or twice a year. Jesus, however, used to appear at all the festivals in Jerusalem. John makes that quite clear (3:12; 5:1; 7:1-14; 10:22; 12:12).

After the burning of the fatty parts on the altar, the meat from the animal was eaten at a sacrificial banquet in the Lord’s presence. Now the fatty parts, I explained yesterday, were the fat around the kidneys of the animal, including the kidneys. Actually it also included the tail of the sheep, which is fatty, and the liver lobe. They were the parts that were burned upon the altar to prevent their ritual abuse. After the burning of the fatty parts on the altar and the presentation of the right forequarter to the priests as his share of the sacrifice, the flesh of the animal was eaten at the sacrificial banquet in the Lord’s presence. Paul refers to that when he says that anybody who preaches the gospel should live by the gospel (1 Cor 9:13, 14); just as the priests lived off the sacrifices, so we as Christian pastors live off the offerings of our people.

By the peace offering, the people not only acknowledged God as the owner of their land and the giver of its blessings, but they also received “peace” from him. Peace is a poor translation for shālōm. As you probably realize, it has to with well-being, prosperity, what we call good luck, well-being, joy, and blessing from him. The book of Deuteronomy particularly emphasizes joy. God has ordained the sacrifices and worship in his temple so that through the blessings that God has given to His people He can give them joy (Deut 12:7, 18; 16:11, 14, 15). So joy- and rejoicing- is the primary feature of festive worship at the temple. God gives His people joy by giving the people meat and bread to eat and the wine to drink from the peace offerings. 

Any questions on that before I move on to the next? Let me know if you want anything explained in greater detail. I’m going very quickly through all these things. As you realize, the book of Leviticus- and Exodus- gives huge amounts of ritual information. Maybe you’ll come to that, but the tôdāh, how would that fit into this? Yes, the thank offering is a  peace offering. There are three different kinds of peace offerings. You can offer the peace offering as a thank offering, or as a freewill offering, or as a votive offering. That’s the three kinds of peace offerings. The tôdāh, the thank offering, was an ordinary peace offering that was offered together with a psalm of thanksgiving. 

If I wanted to offer a tôdāh, I would come to Jerusalem, and I’d pay the Levites, who were the musicians to sing a psalm of thanksgiving for me. I’d come and present the animal for the thankoffering in front of the Lord. Then I’d get a singer from the Levitical choir, or the choir, to sing the psalm for me and my family. We don’t know whether they sang it for the person who brought the offering or if they taught the person offering it to sing it together with them. The individual thanksgivings in the book of Psalms have their origin and setting as part of a thank offering.
 That’s the tôdāh, the individual thanksgiving. A thank offering is peace offering that is offered together with a psalm of thanksgiving as part of a thanksgiving meal. It could also be offered as a freewill offering. That’s for no special reason, just because you wanted to. It could also be offered as a votive offering. A votive offering worked the following way. Let’s say I was in trouble, and I prayed to God, and I promised God that if he helped me, then I would offer a special peace offering,
 or perhaps even a burnt offering.
 That’s the votive offering. So there are those three classes of peace offerings. 

The Sin Offering

The burnt offerings and peace offerings are the two main sacrifices. They could be preceded by two other preliminary, preparatory sacrifices. The first of these is the sin offering, the ​hattā’t. It was given both as an individual and a public offering. As a public offering it was always presented at the great festivals. If you have a look at the liturgical calendar in Numbers, you’ll find it prescribed for all the great festivals (Num 28:15, 22, 29; 29:5, 11, 16, 19, 22, 25, 28, 31, 34, 38). It could be offered for the congregation or the sanctuary (Lev 4:1-21). Note that it’s offered not just for the people, but also for the tabernacle itself (Lev 16:15, 16), or for an individual [Israelite] (Lev 4:22-5:6). Unless a priest offered it for himself or the whole congregation, the priests ate all its flesh in a holy meal (Lev 6:24-30). In this way he bore iniquity for the sinner, the person who was unclean (Lev 10:17). I’ll come back later to that very, very important theological phrase, “bearing iniquity.” 

So the priest ate the meat from the sacrifice of the sin offering. If the sin offering was offered for the priest or the whole congregation, then the carcass of the animal would not be burned on the altar but outside the camp (Lev 4:12, 21). It would be entirely burned; it wouldn’t be eaten. This was the main offering for the Day of Atonement. The most important offerings for the Day of Atonement were these sin offerings. By the sin offering, the priests, the sanctuary and all the congregation were purified from the impurity of unintentional sin against the Lord. The opposite of that is sin with a high hand (Num 15:27-31). That’s the deliberate, defiant  transgression of a divine prohibition. So this sin offering was used to purify people from unintentional sins and all forms of impurity. Hence it’s more correctly called a “purification offering”. The purpose of this was to purify people from their impurity and so make them fit to come into God’s presence. They were purified so that they wouldn’t come under the wrath of God, because God’s holiness and impurity are incompatible with each another.

Now that’s the sin offering. That’s very important for us as Christians. There are two places in the New Testament which traditionally have not been translated very well. They are Romans 8:3 and 2 Corinthians 5:21. Before I go on to this, in the Old Testament ​hattā’t means both “sin” as well as “sin offering”. It also means both “impurity” and “impurity offering”. In the Septuagint hamartia is the translation for this term. Hamartia, as you know, is sin, but it’s also the Greek term for a sin offering. Have any of you got the NIV for Rom 8:3? “For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.” So God sent his Son to be a “sin offering”, to be a hamartia. 

The other passage you know very well because it is so important to Lutheran theology. Read 2 Cor 5:21: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” Yes, God made him who had no sin to be sin for us. Then NIV, I think,  has a footnote saying “or sin offering”.  That’s, probably, the best way of translating it. God presented Jesus to us be a “sin offering” for us. The book of Hebrews, as you’d expect, makes quite a deal of this particular sacrifice. It is the sacrifice of purification for us, the sacrifice that cleanses our conscience from sin so that we can serve the living God (Heb 9:14).

The Guilt Offering

Finally, the last sacrifice the ’āšām, the so-called guilt offering.
 It’s  by far the least common and was only offered occasionally; you’ll see why shortly. It was an individual offering. There are no cases in the Old Testament where it’s ever used as a public sacrifice. It’s very closely related to the sin offering. It was offered by a person who had desecrated something holy or else profaned God’s holy name by breaking a divine prohibition (Lev 5:14-19). So it was a sacrifice in the case of sacrilege. Where somebody was guilty of desecration, guilty of sacrilege, this was the sacrifice to restore the holiness of what he had desecrated or the person who was desecrated. In this case the person had to confess his guilt, and pay compensation either to God or the victim involved. In most cases it was to God because you infringed his holiness. So you had to pay compensation, the full value of what you had taken from God as well as an extra fifth that was added to it. So it was compensating God for misappropriating something that belongs to God. 

The priests on duty ate the flesh of the animal and so bore iniquity for the sinner, the person who had desecrated God’s holiness. By this sacrifice a person reconsecrated and restored to the Lord something which had been profaned and so had been misappropriated from him. Do you understand it, basically? I’ll give you a test case. Can you work out why it was used in this case? After a leper had been cleansed and purified, he had to offer a guilt offering in addition to a sin offering (Lev 14:12-19). Why? It was an offense to the Lord. Yes, it was an offense of a kind against the Lord, even if that person had not sinned. If you look at it positively, every Israelite is holy. By the offering of the ’āšām, his holiness is restored. He is part of the holy people of God again. So it’s a restoration of holiness. It was offered to reconsecrate him. The person who was once holy is now reconsecrated as holy to God. So it is the sacrifice for reconsecration. Those are the four main groups of sacrifices. 

The Disposal of Blood in the Rite of Atonement

Now what’s the function of the rite of atonement? That aspect of sacrifice is, of course, terribly important for us as Christians? Before I come on to this, let me remind you of what I spoke about yesterday. I said that there was a fixed order of public sacrifices at the temple. The sin offering came first. It was a preparatory rite for the divine service. Then came the burnt offering. And then came the peace offering. Corresponding with these three sacrifices there were three ritual components of the sacrificial ritual: the blood rite, the burning up of the offerings to God, and the holy meal. There were three parts of the total ritual of the temple. 

Starting off with the burnt offering, you have the blood rite by which the blood from it was splashed against the altar of for burnt offering. You have the burning of its meat. And then you have the meal, the eating of holy food. Now I want to speak about the most puzzling, and maybe the theologically most important part of it all, the blood rite, the disposal of blood from the slaughtered animal, the pouring out of its blood against the altar. The reason I concentrate on this is that if you came from a pagan background to the Old Testament, the most astonishing, strange, different, odd thing about its ritual system was what it did with the blood of the sacrificed animals. 

Can we just go back to what I had spoke about yesterday? What is the most important feature of a pagan sacrifice? Think in terms of these three parts of the divine service. The drinking of the blood! Yes but only occasionally did they drink blood, and I’ll just explain why they did that in a minute. That was only done in a few cults and for a very special reason. But normally whatever you did with the blood wasn’t important. They didn’t even drain the blood from the animals. They’d stun the animals and offer the meat with the blood in it. The eating. Whose eating? For whom was the sacrifice a meal in pagan sacrifices? For the gods. Yes, for the gods. The point of a pagan sacrifice was to offer a meal for the gods. 

Now there were some gods, or spirits, who had a special kind of meal and required a special kind of food. If any of you know your Homer or your Greek literature, you know which one’s they were. Oh the gods down in the underworld. Yes, the gods of the underworld!  And what do they need? They need blood. The spirits of the dead are fed with blood. So too the ghosts, the shades! But also the demons! The way to appease demons is to feed them with blood. So there’s a connection between spiritism with its ancestor worship, the whole realm of the occult, and the feeding of spirits with blood. So it’s only in this case that the blood was significant, for the gods of the underworld; not for the sky gods or even the earth gods, but for the underworld gods. That was the only sacrifice where blood was significant.

By the way, this explains why there are such strictures about where  the blood had to be poured. Where was that? At the altar! Yes, at the altar (Lev 17:1-7). It can’t be poured out on the fields to increase their fertility or on the graves of ancestors to feed their spirits. Archeologists report that a lot of the graves that they’ve found in that whole Palestinian, Canaanite area have little tubes from the outside down to where the coffin or the bones are placed, little tubes with funnels at the top. What were they there for? To pour blood down them! Yes, to pour down blood and also wine. So you’d pour down blood and wine, once a year as on All Souls’ Day, or the ancient equivalent, such as the anniversary of their death, so that their spirits would be fed in this way. 

Now besides that, blood was also used, particularly in the more animist substrata of religion in the ancient world, as medicine for healing, as well as for magic and sorcery. They were the things that blood was used for, ritually. But its basic use was in connection with this feeding the spirits of the dead. But there was no prohibition against the drinking of blood. In fact, the usually ate their meat the way we do, not kosher, but with the blood in it. 

Unless you understand how blood was used in the ancient world and still today in many animist societies you won’t be able to make full sense of the rite of atonement in the Old Testament. The central feature of all animal sacrifices was the ritual act of atonement. The verb for this is kipper, “atone”, and its noun is kōpher, “ransom.”  Now this is of great importance for us as Christians, because what I am touching on now is the basis for the whole doctrine of atonement. I find, increasingly, that modern theologians are having more and more difficulty to make any sense of the classical doctrine of atonement. In most cases, most treatments of atonement begin with the New Testament, not with the Old Testament. Yet the classical expositions of the atonement always began with the Old Testament. 

Now, if you’re going to understand any doctrine, not just an article of faith but any doctrine, you have to understand its particular place and its role in the whole of the faith. What question does it answer? If I put to you, “What is the practical problem that is dealt with by an act of atonement?” what would you say? What’s the theological problem that the doctrine of atonement deals with? What does it solve? Man’s sin! Man’s sin is one component. Some sort of estrangement! Sin is more important, but that’s only part, estrangement. It’s there to restore us to God, isn’t it? It has something to do with being restored to God. But what’s the problem that it deals with from God’s point of view? Why can’t we just barge into God’s presence, or why can’t God just say, “OK, Kleinig, come back here”? What’s the problem? The problem of atonement has something to do with God and man coming together, being restored. Alienation! You said, “Sin.” What’s the problem with sin? 

The problem is posed and expressed very clearly in that passage which we didn’t have time to look at very closely yesterday, Exodus 32-34. The problem is: how can an unclean, sinful person stand in the presence of a holy God? Why can’t God allow a sinner to stand before him? God will zap that person. Why? Yes, but why zap them? It is because impurity and holiness are incompatible with each other. If God’s holiness comes into contact with anything unclean or impure, His holiness has to destroy that which is unclean, or drive it from His presence. The two are incompatible. God’s holiness is threatened by impurity, it must destroy it, just as light eliminates darkness. They can’t coexist. Darkness can reign as long as it isn’t in the light. But light drives out darkness. You can’t have darkness and light existing together, or petrol and fire. They’re imperfect analogies but give you some idea of what is involved. 

Now, the problem that is resolved by atonement is this: how can a sinful person stand in the presence of a holy God without desecrating God’s holiness and so coming under God’s deadly wrath against impurity? How can an unclean person, or thing, safely share in God’s life-giving holiness? The answer to that problem is given by the rite of atonement. The ritual of atonement deals with the two sides to that problem, by maintaining God’s holiness and dealing with the problem of impurity. Those two things belong together!

God instituted the ritual of atonement, so that He could meet with His unclean people for their benefit, without them desecrating His holiness, on the one hand, and so incurring His wrath, on the other hand. That’s the purpose for which he instituted the ritual of atonement. Can we look up those three passages that I’ve underlined? Numbers 8:19; 18:5 and 18:7. Please read Numbers 8:19! “Of all the Israelites, I have given the Levites as gifts to Aaron and his sons to do the work at the Tent of Meeting on behalf of the Israelites and to make atonement for them, so that no plague will strike the Israelites when they go near the sanctuary.” The purpose of the atonement is so that no negeph will strike the Israelites when they come to the sanctuary. Now negeph means literally “a blow”. It can be “affliction”, “sickness”, and, only in that sense, “a plague”. But, literally, it means a “blow”, some kind of injury, a blow from the Lord.

Take a look at the other two passages, Numbers 18:5 and 7: “You are to be responsible for the care of the sanctuary and the altar, so that wrath will not fall on the Israelites again…” Notice the mention of God’s wrath. Now verse seven. “But only you and your sons may serve as priests in connection with everything at the altar and inside the curtain. I am giving you the service of the priesthood as a gift. Anyone else who comes near the sanctuary must be put to death.” If somebody, or something unclean comes into the presence of God, there’s the possibility of negeph, the blow, affliction or sickness that comes from God’s wrath and results in death. Now that sounds a bit like I Corinthians 11:31 “This is why some of you are weak and sick and some of you have died.” That’s the problem. So, atonement has to do with the wrath of God against anyone or anything that desecrates God’s holiness. Atonement does not just to appease God’s wrath, but it prevents, it forestalls, the judgment of God.

God gave the blood of the sacrificed animals as a substitute for them, to atone for them. God has not only given human beings permission to eat the flesh of animals- that was the one gift-, but the other gift that He gave to them was a cultic gift. That was the gift of the blood. He gave them the blood of animals to make atonement for themselves. Please read Leviticus 17:11: “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one's life.” Notice that God gives the blood. Where does the blood need to be put to make atonement? Not everywhere but only upon one place.  The altar! Yes, the altar. So blood is the God-given, God-ordained means for atonement. It’s not because there’s anything special about the blood, but God’s word gives it the power to atone for sin and impurity. 
The person who presented the animal for sacrifice laid one hand on its head to indicate that this animal substituted for him. He did not thereby transfer his sin on to the animal, but offered it as a substitute for him. This indicated that the sacrifice is vicarious. The animal is offered in his place and on his behalf. The blood of the guilt, burnt, and peace offerings was splashed against the side of the altar for burnt offering to make atonement.  It atoned for impurity and cleansed people who were otherwise unclean.
However, the blood of the sin offering for the high priest and the congregation was special in another way. It was sprinkled against the veil in the Holy Place. It was taken inside the sanctuary and sprinkled against the veil in front of the mercy seat (Lev 4:5-7, 16-18). Then some of the blood was smeared on the four horns of the incense altar in the Holy Place, before the rest of it was poured out at the base of the altar for burnt offering. In this way all the most holy parts of the tabernacle that the high priest touched during the enactment of the daily service was cleansed from any possible defilement. This major rite of atonement was elaborated still further for the Day of Atonement, the day on which blood was brought right into the Holy of Holies (Lev 16:14-16) and atonement was made for the tabernacle, the priests and the whole congregation (Lev 16:33). 

Yet despite all these provisions for atonement, unclean people could still come to the tabernacle and defile God’s holiness. The sanctuary would be contaminated by human impurity. That’s inevitable, because no matter how strict you can be, there’s no way that you can possibly deal with all impurity, all defilement. 
By the way, if you have a look at the history of Judaism, you’ll see how the regulations for purity nd holiness became stricter and stricter and stricter as time went on in the intertestamental period. By the time of the New Testament, they were so strict that they tried to prevent any possibility of defilement at the temple. There were more and more taboos, more and more restrictions attached placed on the priests and the people. You won’t understand the writings from the Qumran community, unless you realise that this was their main concern. They said that since the priests in Jerusalem weren’t anywhere near strict enough, the whole temple was defiled and desecrated. 
So then, that’s the problem. Atonement deals with the defilement and desceration that comes from sinful people meeting with a holy God. Through it God’s people could safely approach God, share in His holiness and have access to His blessing without desecrating His holiness with their impurity. 
To make this possible God appointed the Levites and the priest to bear iniquity for the people. As substitutes for the people, the Levites bore the guilt for their defilement of the sanctuary by eating the tithes of the people. If you like, the Levites stood in for the ordinary people at the sanctuary. Take a look at Num 18:21-23 for the role of the Levites in this:  “I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance in return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of Meeting. From now on the Israelites must not go near the Tent of Meeting, or they will bear the consequences of their sin and will die. It is the Levites who are to do the work at the Tent of Meeting and bear the responsibility for offenses against it. This is a lasting ordinance for the generations to come. They will receive no inheritance among the Israelites [NIV].” Now that’s been paraphrased quite a bit too. The Levites do not “bear responsibility for offences” against the Tent of Meeting, but they “bear their iniquity”, the iniquity of the people who come to the Tent of Meeting.  The argument is the following. The people give their tithes to the Levites who represent them at the tabernacle, which means that the ordinary people won’t be liable for judgment if there’s any defilement. But the Levites will take responsibility for them. They will bear the iniquity of the people. If the people desecrate God’s holiness by their involvement in the divine service, they won’t be held responsible for it; the Levites will bear the penalty for any desecration. 
Now let’s go to Numbers 18:1: “So the Lord said to Aaron, ‘You and your sons and your fathers’ house with you shall bear iniquity in connection with the sanctuary; and you and your sons with you shall bear iniquity in connection with your priesthood [RSV].’”  The high priest and his sons bear iniquity for the sanctuary and the rest of the priests. They were responsible for the holiness of the sanctuary. If the sanctuary was desecrated, then they would bear the iniquity.
As substitutes for the Levites, the priests bore the guilt for the desecration of the holy things. So the Levites were responsible for purity of the tabernacle and the purity of the people. If the people defiled the sanctuary, the people wouldn’t come under God’s judgment, but the Levites would. They would bear the iniquity. On the other hand, the priests were responsible for the holiness of the holy things. If anything holy was desecrated, the Levites wouldn’t get it in the neck, the ordinary people wouldn’t get it in the neck, but the priests would come under God’s judgment. 
Now turn to Exodus 28:36-38: “Make a plate of pure gold and engrave on it as on a seal: HOLY TO THE LORD. Fasten a blue cord to it to attach it to the turban; it is to be on the front of the turban. It will be on Aaron’s forehead, and he will bear the guilt involved in the sacred gifts the Israelites consecrate, whatever their gifts may be. It will be on Aaron’s forehead continually so that they will be acceptable to the Lord [NIV].” Notice verse 38! As part of his turban the high priest wears a plate that has “Holy to the Lord”
 written on it. What’s the significance of this? The high priest Aaron bears any guilt that is incurred from the holy offerings which the Israelites offer as their holy gifts to God. So, if the Israelites offer some sacrifices, and God’s holiness is somehow infringed, then the people won’t come under God’s judgment, but the high priest will. That’s the negative side. The positive side means the turban is put upon his forehead so that the offerings will be accepted by the Lord. So the high priest stands in for the people, takes the judgment of God upon himself, so that God’s favor, God’s acceptance, can be extended to his people. You can see the significance of this as far as New Testament theology is concerned and the work of Christ as the high priest.

But who, or what, serves as a substitute for the high priest and bears his iniquity? There’s the final problem. The Levites represent the ordinary people. The priests represent the Levites. The high priest stands in for the rest of the priests. Who stands in for the high priest? Who bears his iniquity? The scapegoat! Yes, the scapegoat. As a substitute for the high priest, as the head of the people, the scapegoat bore the guilt of the nation on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:20-22). The high priest lays both hands on it, and then he transfers upon him all the guilt, all the sins, all the iniquities of Israel. So, if you like, there’s a whole process of substitution with the handing on of guilt. The guilt of the people handed on to the Levites, the priests, the high priest, and to the scapegoat. Then the scapegoat removes the iniquity of them all.

Spiritually sensitive people everywhere, at all times until this modern post-enlightenment generation, have been horrified by sacrilege and desecration. You’ll find this horror of sacrilege and desecration in all parts of the Old Testament, and it is still residual in our culture. It is no longer evident in the educated elite, unless you dig very deep down below their sophisticated veneer. Why is such horror at acts of sacrilege? People are instinctively afraid of God and scared to come into God’s presence, to have anything to do with God. Why? Punishment. Not the fear of punishment in the sense of being damned to all eternity, but punishment in the sense that they can’t possibility stand in the presence of God and remain alive. Like them, the Isarelites did no want to come into God’s presence for fear that they might desecrate God’s holiness, or the holiness of a temple, or some other holy thing. So it was best to avoid him and stay away from him, so that you don’t get any trouble for yourself. 

That, I put to you, is very deep. There’s much more fear of descration even in our so-called secularized western cultures than we often admit. But it, obviously, was a problem in Israel. Take, for example, the reaction of the people in the case that I spoke about yesterday, the rebellion of Korah and his fellow Levites against Moses (Num 16). You remember that God then killeded them when they offered their sacrifices of incense to him. And the reaction of the people was, “who, then, can stand in God’s presence?” And they begin to attack Moses. They say, “We’re all as good as dead. How can we possibly live with this God whose tabernacle is in our midst? And all it means for us is trouble. It’s not worth the trouble. We don’t want to have anything to do with God” (Num 17:12, 13).

Atonement deals with that problem. Because the priests and the Levites were liable for lay infringements, lay people could approach the Lord at the temple, without fear of condemnation or destruction. An ordinary layperson who didn’t know the Torah, who didn’t know the ritual in and out, could quite confidently go to the temple and be sure that he could only receive blessing, because if he did something wrong, it wouldn’t be his fault. It would be the Levites or the priests who would take the blame for him. 

This, by the way, is why you get such strong condemnation of the priests in Hosea and in Jeremiah (Hos 4:4-9; 5:1; Jer 2:8; 5:30, 31; 6:13-15; 8:8-13). But particularly Hosea! “My contention is with you, O priests,” says Hosea (4:4 RSV). Not because they were more sinful than the ordinary people, but because they failed in their responsibility. They didn’t distinguish between holy and profane, clean and unclean as they called to do (Lev 10:10-11). Therefore, when God’s wrath came against the northern kingdom, it came first and most severely upon them. They were the first that would be taken then into exile (Amos 7:14-17).

Finally, through the process of ritual atonement, God did four things for his people; it had four consequences. First of all, by the rite of atonement, cleansing occurred in a rite of purification. Cleansing is the transference of something that was formerly unclean, from a state of impurity to a state of purity. You see this at the installation of the Levites. Read Numbers 8:21. “The Levites purified themselves and washed their clothes. Then Aaron presented them as a wave offering before the Lord and made atonement for them to purify them [NIV].” What did God do when the priest made atonement for them? By the rite of atonement they are purified, so that they are ritually clean before God.

Secondly, the rite of atonement brings about sanctification. What’s sanctification? It’s the transference of something unclean and profane into a state of holiness in God’s presence. So, for example, we read about the consecration of the priests in Exodus 29:33: “They shall eat those things with which atonement was made, to ordain and consecrate them, but an outsider shall not eat of them, because they are holy [RSV].” Right! By the offerings that were presented at their ordination the priests were consecrated. They were made holy by the rite of atonement that was made for them with the blood of the sacrificed animals. So the second result of atonement is sanctification.

Thirdly, in cases of impurity from sin, the result of atonement is forgiveness. Go to Leviticus 4:20: “And do with this bull just as he did with the bull for the sin offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for them, and they will be forgiven [NIV].” Notice, by the way, that divine passive form, “they will be forgiven.” It means that God will forgive them. You get these divine passives everywhere in the Old Testament and New Testament. So through the rite of atonement, God forgives His people. The result is forgiveness. 

Last, and most generally in all cases where animals are offered to God,  the rite of atonement results in acceptance, the approval of God of the people who offer the sacrifice. Turn to the beginning of the book of Leviticus, chapter 1:3-4: “If his offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he shall offer a male without blemish; he shall offer it at the door of the tent of meeting, that he may be accepted before the Lord…” Notice that “he” may be accepted. Now read verse 4. “He shall lay his hand upon the head of the burnt offering, and it shall be accepted for him to make atonement for him [RSV].” The animal is accepted for him to make atonement for him, and by making atonement for him, he himself is accepted. The verb that’s used there is rāzāh, which is comes from the Hebrew term for “grace” or “favour.” By the rite of atonement with the blood from the animal which God has accepted the person who presents it is acceptable to the Lord, accepted by Him, favoured by Him. That means, in practical terms, admission into God’s presence and a favourable relationship with God, a right relationship with God.

So the rite of atonement has to do with the divine service. It enables sinful, unclean human beings to enter the presence of the holy God and receive His blessings. They can’t approach God unless atonement has been done to cleanse them from their impurity. But human beings can’t make atonement for their own sins by what they do. So God Himself institutes the rite of atonement as the means by which He deals with the problem of purity and admits people into His presence. Through the atonement that God provides, on the one hand, their sin and impurities are dealt with. On the other hand, His holiness is maintained; His holiness is not desecrated.

Now, when we go from here to the New Testament, some remarkable things happen. First of all, Jesus is not just the sacrifice for our sin, but He is also the high priest. As the high priest, He bears our iniquity. What does it mean against this background? The high priest bears the iniquities of the priests, and we’re the priesthood of all believers. Yes! Well he combines the roles of the Levites the priests, the high priest, and the scapegoat. All three come together. He bears our iniquity so that desecration does occur when we sinners come into the presence of God. Christ bears the iniquity, and the result of that is His death on the cross. He takes on our impurity to give us His own purity, His own righteousness, His own holiness. As a result of that exchange, we as forgiven sinners now can enter the presence of God. So Jesus is both the victim who is sacrificed for us and the high priest who bears the iniquity.  The lamb of God is the priest of God.
There’s quite a lot more that could be said on this, but that, I think, is enough for now. I’d be quite happy to talk further about it, because it’s is neglected doctrine. I’ve yet to hear a student’s sermon on the atonement. Even pastors don’t want to have anything to do with atonement. That has struck me in recent years, since I’ve been in the seminary. Even though I’ve got around much more than previously and I have been listening to other pastor’s sermons, I have not heard hardly any sermons in Australia on the atonement, even on the obvious occasions like Good Friday. Except from the old pastors! The old pastors, yes! Yet there will be still quite a deal of discussion about it among lay people, which means that there’s something of a spiritual vacuum there, at least amongst our people, because there are certain problems that are not being dealt with. I spoke yesterday or the day before about the church growth movement, which assumes that the basic problem in evangelism is getting people just into church. In some cases, that can do as much spiritual harm as good, if it fails to address the guilty conscience. It also has consequences, you probably realize, for careless communing, since we’ve made communion more widely available everywhere in the Lutheran world. 

Do you think that the solution of having family services and communion services is the wrong way to go, or should the main service in the parish be the Lord’s Supper? The main service must be the communion service. More frequent communion is a big gain in world Lutheranism. It’s so not only in Australia, but also in America, that there’s a regained recognition that the basic order of worship is not the Service of the Word, but of Word and Sacrament, the two together. But if a parish has a non-sacramental service also on a Sunday, you can cater for those who are not yet ready to receive the sacrament. You can find out where they stand] and then say to [these] people, if they’re not ready for it, [that they can attend still come to church, because then you have another service for them, not just a communion service. Yes, but you shouldn’t force people to take communion if they don’t feel that they should, because you would then violate their consciences. If people don’t attend communion, then that’s a pretty good indication of spiritual problems. I feel very, very strongly, that this is a real issue, at least in Australia. There’s much residual guilt that’s floating around that nobody’s managed to touch and to deal with. Guilt and anger, they’re the two biggest spiritual problems that I’ve come across pastorally. 

The Role of Priests and Levites in the Divine Service

I’d like now to deal with the role of the priests and the Levites in the Lord’s service. The people who are responsible for the latreia, the service, are primarily the priests and the Levites. The role of the priests and the Levites is defined most clearly in Numbers 18:1-7: “The Lord said to Aaron, ‘You, your sons and your father’s family are to bear the responsibility for offenses against the sanctuary
, and you and your sons alone are to bear the responsibility for offenses against the priesthood
. Bring your fellow Levites from your ancestral tribe to join you and assist you when you and your sons minister before the Tent of the Testimony. They are to be responsible to you and are to perform all the duties of the Tent
, but they must not go near the furnishings of the sanctuary or the altar, or both they and you will die. They are to join you and be responsible for the care of the Tent of Meeting-- all the work at the Tent
-- and no one else may come near where you are. You are to be responsible for the care of the sanctuary and the altar
, so that wrath will not fall on the Israelites again. I myself have selected your fellow Levites from among the Israelites as a gift to you, dedicated to the Lord to do the work at the Tent of Meeting. But only you and your sons may serve as priests in connection with everything at the altar and inside the curtain. I am giving you the service of the priesthood as a gift. Anyone else who comes near the sanctuary must be put to death.”
We have here a very clear distinction between the responsibilities of the priests and the Levites. Basically, the priests are responsible for the most holy things. What are the most holy things? Everything within the tabernacle and around the altar for burnt offering! That’s their area of responsibility. The Levites are the assistants of the priests. They’re subordinate to them. Their responsibility is for everything within the enclosure of the court. That’s the separation of roles, the division of responsibilities. The priests were responsible for the administration of the holy things for the Lord. They were the Lord’s servants; they were his ministers. They bore the holy vessels. They were responsible for the most holy things for the Lord. So they were stewards of the holy things. Their work centered on the tabernacle and the altar for burnt offerings. So anything inside the Holy Place, anything to do with the altar, was their area of responsibility.

They had five main tasks which are summarized in Deuteronomy 33:8-10, 1 Samuel 2:28, and 1 Chronicles 23:13. I won’t spend a lot of time on this. I think it’s all fairly obvious from what we have done. First of all, they burned incense on the incense altar in the Holy Place. The incense was burnt on the altar within the Holy Place. There were two altars. There’s the altar of burnt offering, which guards the entrance to the tabernacle, and then there’s the altar of incense, which guards the entrance into the Holy of Holies. So their first responsibility is to burn incense every day on the altar for incense, morning and evening. 

That’s where Zechariah was. Yes, that’s where Zechariah was when the angel appeared to him (Luke 1:8-11). By the time of Jesus, according to scholars, there were so many priests that the lot would fall on any priest only once in a life time. Only once in a lifetime would he come into the holy place and burn the incense! You can imagine how awesome that experience would be. Now the first time you’d ever go in there, you’d have do the full ritual. You can imagine how much they practiced beforehand to make sure they got it exactly right. 
And then an angel comes. Then an angel comes! You can well imagine spooking out at that.  In the rabbinic literature there are stories of how people had heart attacks and were killed while they were in there. That’s probably why the people were wondering what had happened, because he wasn’t coming out (Luke 1:21). They thought, “Perhaps he was unclean; perhaps he’s been killed.” There are even stories that the priest on duty used to have a rope attached to his leg, so that he could get dragged back if he got into trouble. That’s how seriously they took the holiness of God. And as part of the ritual of burning the incense there was the daily trimming of the menorah, the lamp-stand with the seven lamps, and then the weekly changing of the showbread and the eating of the showbread. That happened every Sabbath when the showbread was changed. Those duties could only be performed by the priests.

So, for example, you’ll read in the book of Chronicles that King Uzziah presumed to offer incense (2 Chron 26:18, 19). Do you remember what happened to him? The priests were so absolutely horrified that they grabbed hold of him and bundled him out. And then leprosy came upon him immediately, because he was performing something that no layperson had any right to do. He became a leper for the rest of his life because he served as a priest.
Secondly and obviously, they presented the burnt offerings upon the altar of burnt offering and performed the blood rite. Nobody else would pour the blood against the altar except a priest. Thirdly, they cast the holy lots, Urim and Thummim, by which God gave his judgment to his people. Fourthly, they alone were allowed to bless the people with the Aaronic blessing, to pronounce the holy name upon the people. 
And fifthly, most generally, they taught the Torah, the law of God which had to do with the provisions for God’s holiness, His regulations about worship (Lev 10:10, 11). In their teaching they were to distinguish between holy and profane, clean and unclean. That was the priestly teaching. They were, if you like, teachers of the divine service. Their job was to teach the Israelites how to worship God in the right way and what the implications of worship were for the people in their lives. 

Basically, if you wanted to summarize the work of a priest, you could say that a priest was as a mediator. Each of these five tasks involves mediation. You have God and his presence, and you have God’s people. The priest works in two ways. On the one hand, he stands in for the people before God, and he brings the people and their needs to God. He embodies the people. So, remember that as part of the priestly vestments you had the names of the twelve tribes on his ephod. In this way he bore Israel into God’s presence and brought them to God’s remembrance. So he represented the people before God. That’s the one movement. On the other hand, he also mediated God’s presence and His grace to the people. So, for example, in the blessing, he goes into God’s presence to secure God’s blessing, and then brings the blessing from God to the people. He prays for the people, and then he speaks God’s word to the people. Notice how the priest is a go​-between, a bridge person.

Since we belong to the priesthood of all believers, we too are mediators who have access to God’s holy presence. We can not only bring our own needs and ourselves into God’s presence, but we can also bring the needs of other people, including those who are not Christians, into God’s presence. We represent other people before God, so that we, in turn, can mediate God and his blessing to other people, in what we say and what we do and in the whole of our lives.

I don’t think we realize what our role is as the priesthood of all believers and how we Christians stand in for other people and act as mediators between God and human beings in the divine service. If there’s one thing that I’ve noticed in Australia too, something that it perturbs me greatly, it’s the lack of intercessory prayer in public worship. Our job as Christians, one of the most important works that we do in the divine service, is to pray for all sorts and conditions of men. Part of our job in worship is to bring the needs and the sins and the blessings of others, the whole world, into God’s presence and to receive God’s answer to prayers, his grace, his blessing then to all the people in our community. One of the most significant things we do in the divine service is to intercede for all sorts and conditions of men: the church, the world, our country and people in need.

We Christians often put second things first and do not do first things at all. We are very perturbed about the many problems in our society and the world. Now, if there is some problem in the world, the first thing that I should do is pray. I’m afraid, very often, that that is the last thing we do. So in recent times, you know, we’ve had enormous political and social upheavals in China and Eastern Europe. All of us are worried about these developments. They could turn out good or bad. Are we praying about this in our churches? Do we always pray when we have an election? If there are social problems like the breakdown of marriages or problems in the education system or unemployment, do we pray about these problems? For us Christians, that’s our job. We need to pray for our society and our government.

Just a comment! One of our assistant ministers is a biologist, and he has a common sense. He was in the military first. He’s really wasn’t trained theologically, but he has this sense such that everyone will go along with his intercessory prayers. And whenever he’s on duty you realize that that’s what he includes. It’s a great thing for the congregation. He’s about the only one. He has to have a sort of sense for that. You know what I mean? And I think it’s good that the main pastor doesn’t have to do that because then they kind of think that he’s plugging what he has in the sermon or his administration of the congregation, whereas if you have someone that’s a little different, in other words, you have one of the members of the congregation that is not on the staff, you might say that he nevertheless is assisting the minister; he does a very good job of that. Yes, that’s very healthy. But still it’s the responsibility of the pastor to make sure that it’s done in the divine service. He doesn’t have to do all the praying. It’s very good if the pastor doesn’t do all the praying, because intercessory prayer is not a unique part of the pastoral office. It’s part of the priesthood of all believers. 

I make a little rule for myself that I spend at least half as much time thinking about what I pray in a service as what I preach. It’s an important part of our worship. You’ll find that if you start praying very specifically and concretely and relevantly, this has impact on not only your own people, but on people who come to visit. People don’t like being preached at, but, even if you’re an atheist, you like people to pray for you. One of the things that has astonished me is how many of my atheist friends ask me to pray for them. Have any of you had that? They’ll do it as a bit of a joke, but it’s very serious. You know, they’ll say, “Ah, don’t forget to say one for me.” Yet as soon as I bring up the topic of religion the dark shutter goes down. But if I say, “I’ve been praying for your brother,” well then they’ll say, “Keep on praying.”

I just was wondering actually in public worship whether we should be praying for individuals and their needs. Yes, particularly in your smaller congregations. Here in England you have such small congregations that you can get through all the congregations three or four times a year. You’re a small church. There’s only a few pastors, and you feel overwhelmed here. Why not have a roster that you follow every Sunday. How many congregations are there? Sixteen. Sixteen! What I would do if I were serving here is to enter into a pact with every other pastor that was there and say, “OK, I want to pray for one pastor and one congregation every Sunday.” So every sixteen Sundays as part of the general prayer, I will pray for each pastor and his congregation. And if they have some special need, I’ll pray about that.


What I was actually thinking of was, you know, just last week I came across one of the people who I was visiting who had multiple sclerosis, and you know, rather helpless. He said he would appreciate us praying for him. Now I just was wondering whether the case of a situation like that in public was. Well you should never pray publicly for any one and mention the name of someone, unless you’ve asked whether they’d like you to, because a lot of people feel publicly shamed if you do. You can pray generally and be thinking of them without actually naming them. But what I did in those particular cases was to say, “Would you mind if we as a congregation prayed for you next Sunday?” And I very rarely had a person say no. But as long as they know usually and they’ve given permission, as long as you don’t shame them in some way, they don’t mind. 

An uncle of mine visited a Lutheran church in the Philippines. It was a tiny, little struggling church with a part time pastor somewhere in the middle of Manila. What struck him most of all about the worship there was that there were people at the door.  When he or any other visitor came in, they’d talk and ask, “Who are you?” and “Would you like us to pray for you today?” So every visitor would be prayed for when they came there. They didn’t ask, “What church do they come from?” or, “Do you want to become a member?” Nothing like that! But their approach was, “Would you like us to pray for you?” And it really made a big impact on him because this was the face that they presented to the world.

I know another group of Christians that do mission work somewhere in Central America. It’s in an area where there are few Protestants and many nominal Catholics, but it’s very anti-Protestant in its culture. The way they started mission work was by spending a lot of time at hospitals and in doctor’s surgeries. And when people come, they’d ask, “What’s the matter?” and they’d say, “Well would you like us to pray for you before you have the operation or before you go into the hospital?” That’s the way they started a congregation.

I think here too in Great Britain there’s an enormous residual belief in the power of prayer. One of the great traditions of English spirituality is a disciplined life of prayer. And you’ll find that a lot of people who don’t ever go to church still pray regularly. People here don’t like being preached at, but they pray. And they like being prayed for. But that’s the task of priesthood of all believers. I don’t think that we exercise that power any where near enough, either in our own devotional life (and I am saying that for myself as well as anybody else), or in our public worship.
Finally, very quickly, as assistants to the priests, the Levites were responsible for the maintenance of purity in the tabernacle complex. So the responsibility of the priests was to keep the holy things holy. The responsibility of the Levites was to maintain the purity of the people and the tabernacle. That was their responsibility. Their work centered on the courtyard and the people who came there to worship the Lord. According to 1 Chronicles 23:1-5, 24-32, which we won’t read, since time will be up in a moment, they were divided by David into four main groups with a wide range of tasks. 

First, they were the general workmen around the temple. Any work that needed to be done within the temple precincts was done by the Levites, except in the Holy of Holies or on the altar, but elsewhere. 
Secondly, they were the administrators and judges. On any matters of dispute over religious law cases, they were the judges. They were the administrators of the temple and its affairs. Therefore, they were in very great demand by the kings in the ancient world because they were educated accountants and knew how to manage money. So they handled the finances and attended to the general administration of the temple. 
Thirdly, they were the gate keepers, the people who were the temple guard, the temple police. And they ensured that people who weren’t Jews stayed out of the temple, and that unclean people stayed in the outer court, so that they didn’t come into the inner court. 

Lastly, and most interestingly, they were the singers and the musicians. That particularly interests me. I’m doing a thesis on their role as singers and musicians in the divine service.
 As singers and musicians, their performance of music was vicarious. They praised God for the congregation. But not only for the congregation!  They praised God for the nations. They did not just praise God at the temple on behalf of the nations, but on behalf of the whole created world. They stood in front of the altar in the performance of their liturgy, during the presentation of the daily burnt offering. If you think in terms of the temple precincts, they stood on the fifteen steps that led from the outer court to the inner court. So they bridged the clean area and the holy area, and they acted as mediators once again between God and the people here.

Lastly, nobody except the high priest on the Day of Atonement was allowed to enter the Lord’s earthly presence in the Holy of Holies. The remarkable thing in the New Testament, according to Hebrews, is that all God’s people, all of us, have a much higher status than the high priest in the Old Testament, because we don’t just enter the earthly sanctuary, but already here and now in our worship, through Christ, we enter the heavenly sanctuary, of which the earthly sanctuary was merely a copy (Heb 10:19-22). 
Conclusion

To finish my whole presentation, a little anecdote! Something that has stuck in my mind now for several years. About six years ago we had a student from New Guinea who worked with us at Luther Seminary. After he spent six months with us learning Hebrew, he went to America to do a Master’s at a Lutheran seminary. About two years ago I was up in New Guinea and spent quite a lot of time with him where he’s now lecturing at a seminary. I was speaking to him generally about the church and what he was doing and about the impact of his study in Australia and America. He didn’t say much about America or about Australia. He said that, basically, they are very polite people. But like many people in traditional societies who  never criticize you directly, but only indirectly, he said the thing that worried him the most of all is that they’ve lost a sense for what’s holy. That’s what he said. He could have said the same thing about us in Australia, I’m sure.

The main purpose of the divine service at the temple in Jerusalem was for the people to receive God’s blessings. And it’s the same for our service. Divine Service is not us serving God, but Him serving us. We benefit from it. We receive His grace through it. That’s the foundation, the center of Lutheran worship.
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