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March 31, 2019 

Leviticus 5:14-19 

Matthew 26:26-29  Communion means Reconciling with God 

 

When we take communion together at the Lord’s Table, we remember 

who we are. We remember who God is. We remember what our life 

together is about. Here, we remember Hospitality is important, and that 

there is always room at God’s table. We remember that God wants to 

free us from slavery just like God released the Israelites from slavery in 

Egypt. We remember that God provides for us when we are in the 

wilderness just like God provided manna for the Israelites every day on 

their journey to the Promised Land. And today, we remember that Jesus 

sacrifices everything in order to reconcile us to God. 

At this table, we remember the last meal that Jesus had with his 

disciples. During this meal, he took bread and a cup of wine, and he told 

his disciples that this was his body and his blood poured out to make a 

new covenant with God. There was to be a new arrangement, a new 

agreement. Things were about to change between God and God’s 

people. Everything would start over again. The long past of human 

mistakes would all be erased. The long list of human errors, it would be 
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wiped away. God would dismiss all of that, and we would start again. 

God would forgive everything. That’s what this is all about, Jesus says. 

That’s why I’m here and why I’m going to do what I’m about to do; for 

forgiveness. With my own body and my own blood and my own life, I 

will get rid of the things that keep you alone and scared, all the things 

that keep you from God, all the barriers of the past, present and future. 

They will be forgiven. All will be right with God because of my 

sacrifice. 

Jesus wanted God and people back together again. Jesus wanted things 

to be right between us. Because things weren’t right. Jesus had seen how 

broken things had become. How people had cut themselves off from 

grace and goodness and how they had cut others off too. How religious 

leaders were more of a hindrance than a help. He had seen what people 

were capable of: the pride, the jealousy, the anger, the injustice, the fear, 

the shame. How all of that separated people from God and from 

abundant life. And maybe you have noticed it too. Maybe you have seen 

how human beings forget what is sacred. How we neglect ourselves and 

one another. How we forget who we are in God and how we are meant 



3 
 

to be caretakers of creation, and images of God for each other. That 

there is this gap between who we are and who we were made to be. A 

wide gap between us and God. And Jesus came to bridge that gap and 

get us back to God where we belonged. He wanted to get rid of the 

barriers. All the mistakes, all the debt, all of the wrong. He came to 

forgive it. And remove it from between us.  

That’s what forgiveness is about. In Greek, the word for forgive is ‘a-

FEE-ay-me’ and it literally means that you send something away. You 

dismiss it. You release it. You don’t hold on to it any longer. You don’t 

hold on to the sins and debts that someone else owes you. You don’t go 

around saying, ‘remember when you screwed up and remember how you 

broke your promises and remember how you hurt me in the past?’ No. 

You let go of all of that. You forgive. Because if you don’t, then you 

can’t love. And love was more important to Jesus, it was more important 

to God than being right. Jesus came to forgive us all, so there wouldn’t 

be anything keeping us from God anymore. 

Forgiveness was Jesus’ mission. And forgiveness means letting go of 

what someone owes you. It used to be there was only one way for God 
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to forgive you. And that was through sacrifice. In Jesus’ day, you could 

only be forgiven by God if you went to the Temple and made your 

offering and the priests accepted it. You paid your debt with something 

very valuable. And that valuable thing was usually a living animal. 

Animals had that sacred life blood in them. That sacred life blood paid 

for your sins you had committed against God. Maybe you didn’t make a 

harvest offering. Or you forgot a holy day. Or you ate something God 

had forbidden. Or you associated with someone that God said was 

unclean. You violated the commandments God had given you. So you 

went to the temple and you bought some doves. Or a goat or a ram if you 

really did something wrong.  And that animal was sacrificed and its life 

blood was poured out to God and your debt was erased. You were 

acceptable to God and right with God once again. 

Animal sacrifice was how you fixed things with God. Early Christians 

were used to this idea. They were used to the idea of sacrifices being the 

way you earned forgiveness. The world around them was full of temples 

and altars to Roman, Greek, Persian and Egyptian gods. The smoke from 

sacrificial offerings filled the air in every city like a backyard cookout. 
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The sacrificial animal meat was available in every marketplace. This 

was the system of forgiveness and reconciliation with the divine. It was 

the system for saying thank you and God, I’m sorry and God, please 

help me. Need to be healed? Sacrifice. Hoping for an easy childbirth? 

Sacrifice. Want a safe journey? Sacrifice. Want to win a war? Sacrifice. 

It’s how religion worked. It’s how you communicated with the gods. 

Sacrifice was the norm, back then, though it seems strange to us now. It 

is a part of our story. From the very beginning, in the Bible, people made 

sacrifices to God. Cain and Abel, the sons of Adam and Eve, offered the 

first sacrifices. Then Noah. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob. Joshua, David, 

Elijah, all made animal sacrifices to God. They took rams and sheep and 

oxen and they had their life blood poured out erase sin and make things 

right with God. Because God was holy and righteousness. And God 

needed a holy people, who were as committed to holiness and 

righteousness as God was.  

In our reading from Leviticus, we see how serious this arrangement was. 

God’s people made a covenant to be God’s people. They had made a 

promise to follow God’s commandments. And when they broke the 
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commandments, they had to make up for it. Even if they broke them on 

accident.  Even if they broke them without knowing. Even if it wasn’t 

their fault. It was still their fault. You were subject to God’s punishment. 

And a sacrifice must be made. But over time, the people began to 

wonder. Was their God the kind of God who needed blood to satisfy his 

honor? Did God really need a bribe or a pay-off, in order to forgive? Did 

sacrifice really make the people a holy people for God? 

That’s what the prophet Isaiah wondered. He wondered about this 

system of sacrifice. Because the sacrifices of the Temple weren’t 

reconciling people to God. They were not becoming more holy. Isaiah 

said, “What are all your sacrifices to me,” says the Lord your God “your 

goats and lambs and bulls? I have no pleasure in them.’ The prophet 

Hosea said the same thing, He told the people, ‘The Lord says, ‘I desire 

mercy, not sacrifice.’ And the prophet Micah said the same thing:, ‘Shall 

I come before the Lord with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will 

the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of 

olive oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my 

body for the sin of my soul? No. But what does the Lord require of you: 
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To act justly and to love mercy, to walk humbly with your God.” It 

wasn’t the sacrifice that was important. It was the new relationship with 

God. It was the forgiveness and the reconciliation, and getting the people 

and God back together. Jesus knew that this was why he had come. He 

knew it would require something big. It would take more love and more 

faithfulness than anyone had ever seen. It would take a sacrifice so great 

that it would reach from the past, to the present and into the future.  

Jesus would be the final sacrifice. His blood poured out would cancel all 

debts and bring us back to God. Some would see him as the sacrificial 

lamb paying for our sin. Some would see the payment of his life and the 

ransom for our souls. This is my body, broken for you. This cup is my 

blood shed for you. For a new covenant. A new beginning. So you can 

start over again with God and be forgiven of everything. 

But the prophets tell us that it is not blood offerings that please God. It is 

mercy that pleases God, not sacrifice. It is not Jesus’ death that makes 

God love us once again. That would make God into a mean, abusive 

God. And that’s not the loving God Jesus teaches us about. Jesus does 

not sacrifice his life to satisfy God’s wrath. But to satisfy us. Jesus 
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doesn’t give his life to change God’s mind about us, but to change our 

minds about God. God is on that cross with Jesus. God is the one 

bleeding and dying. God is the one giving up everything to reach us and 

be reconciled to us. It is God in Jesus Christ, doing what is holy and 

sacred. Offering forgiveness. Mercy. Letting go of our sins. Releasing 

us. God does not want retribution or repayment or tit for tat. Or an eye 

for an eye or a tooth for a tooth. I give you a new teaching, Jesus says, 

that you love one another and love your enemies and pray for your 

persecutors. God does not require blood for my sin or your sin or the sin 

of the world. God did what was required in Jesus. Showing us the most 

powerful kind of love. Showing us that God would do whatever it takes 

to be on our side again. ‘Forgive them, Father, forgive them,’ Jesus says 

from the cross, ‘Forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing.’ 

Forgiveness is what God gives to us in Jesus. A new start, a new 

covenant, a new promise sealed in Jesus’ blood. The last sacrifice that 

needs to be offered so that nothing can separate us from God anymore. 

No more debt. No more victims. No more payments of lifeblood for our 

sin.  There is only grace, only mercy; bought and paid for by Jesus. At 
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this table, we remember that God wants us to forgive us and be 

reconciled to us. We remember God’s mercy. We remember God’s 

offering to us here is God’s doing, not our own.  

About 10 years ago, we had a Fair Trade coffee display here at church. 

People took coffee and left their money in a little ceramic pig near the 

display. Periodically, the pig would be emptied and the money would be 

deposited and we would buy some more coffee. Then one day, the pig 

disappeared. We didn’t know what happened to it, though we had some 

suspicions. Still, our church did not go about seeking payback for the 

crime. We did not try to punish anyone or kick out any of our AA 

groups or Girl Scout troops. We forgave it. We let go of it and absorbed 

the cost ourselves. That was ten years ago. Fast forward to the fall of this 

year. In our church parking lot, a gentleman approached John Davis and 

introduced himself and said, “Years ago, I took a pig from your church. I 

stole it when I came for my AA meeting. I was in a bad place in my life. 

I was heavy into addiction. I wasn’t myself and I’m really sorry about 

what I did. Here’s the pig back; and the money, plus something extra for 

the trouble I caused.” And I believe that opportunity for forgiveness 
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wouldn’t have happened if we had demanded a sacrifice. If we had 

kicked out every group and shut our doors until the debt was repaid, it 

wouldn’t have happened. And I have to think that God was pleased. 

Here was reconciliation. Here was someone who could be forgiven and 

start over. 

At this table, that’s what we remember. We remember God’s 

forgiveness of us in Jesus Christ. God’s sacrifice that brings us back to 

God and to ourselves. We take this bread and this cup and we begin 

again. With a new promise sealed in Jesus’ blood. A new way of 

holiness where all barriers between us and God are removed. All sins are 

released. All of us, once again, become who God made us to be. 


