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Well, we are in a series on Leviticus and if that makes you want to run for the doors, I'll try not to take it 
personally. The name of today's sermon is “Seriously Dangerous Religion” and thought I might need to 
reflect on that because that's a little bit of a strange title. First of all, I am indebted to my Old Testament 
Professor Ian Previn, who wrote a book with this title a couple of years ago. It's an incredible book 
looking at the Old Testament. He addresses this growing voice in our day, which basically says not only is 
religion primitive and outdated, it is also quite dangerous. I mean, look at all the hate and the violence 
and the bigotry in our world that seems to be caused by organized religion. Wouldn't the world just be a 
better place if we could finally get over this childish infatuation with faith and with God, and finally 
realize that true knowledge can only be found in science? 

I'm sure that you have people in your life who look at the world through that lens. Well, here's what Ian 
Previn says in this fascinating book. He says, actually the Old Testament is quite dangerous, but its 
dangers are the bold claims that it makes upon the whole of your life. It's dangerous because of what it 
requires, if we're really going to take it seriously. It demands all of our lives and not just a little category 
or pocket that we've designated for religion. Anytime we deal with an ancient text like what we have in 
the Old Testament, and certainly Leviticus, it's going to take a little bit of effort. The world of Leviticus, 
this ancient near Eastern culture was so different than our world today. Words for them had different 
meanings, actions carried symbolism that we don't understand anymore. Their way of life, it was just, 
and it was different. 

So what we come across in Leviticus, we read about the feast of tents, and the tent of the meeting. 
We're thinking REI, backpacking trips, sleeping bags, a couple of tent poles and a tarp. But for them a 
tent wasn't just a tent. It was a sacred place where you would come encounter the holiness in the 
greatness of God. It was a sanctuary. It was a gathering place where you would meet with a holy God. Or 
we read about these methodical, detailed instructions for how you're to lay your hands upon a sacrificial 
goat. That’s you're supposed to do as you prepare this goat to be a sacred offering to the Lord. And for 
us, we read this and it sounds so gory, so “Game of Thrones.” But for these ancient readers there was 
actually a beauty, an order in coming before God with thoughtful humility, and preparing this offering 
that would be worthy of his receiving on our behalf. 

Anytime we open this Bible or we see it flash up on a wall in our Sanctuary, or we open our phone, 
there's always power, wisdom and truth that we can encounter. And yet, whenever we open it, we're 
being invited into a world that is so different. 

This may not be a very helpful example for you, but maybe you've seen recently these videos of 
teenagers trying to figure out a rotary phone. And so there's one in particular. I've got a screenshot 
here. These were two teenagers who spent the better part of two minutes. They were being timed and 
they were trying to figure out how do you make a call on this? Do you remember rotary phones? 



I barely do, but for two minutes these kids are trying, they're studying this thing. They're trying to swipe 
right, swipe left, where's the on/off button? Dissecting it and studying it. Talking strategy. They have no 
idea what they're doing. Finally they figured out the rotary part of said phone. But the funniest part to 
me was even after they figured out the rotary, they have no idea that you have to pick the receiver up 
off of the hook to have a dial tone. They would say, what's a dial tone? I mean they just, they can't figure 
it out. And so that's what happens over 30 years. There’s 3000 years of this gap between the history of 
these peoples and the lens through which we're looking at Leviticus today. So there's cultural contexts. 
And fair warning, we are going to work through quite a bit of this in our message this morning. But then 
there's also literary context, like where does this particular text or passage fall in the larger story that is 
God's redemption plan for all of humanity and Scripture? 

If we just dive bomb into the middle of Leviticus, of course we're going to be confused. We have to 
understand what's come before and it's like jumping into some great show that you've been wanting to 
watch for a long time, “Designated Survivor.” You pick season two, episode four and you're like, "When 
did Jack Bauer become president?" Did I just give it away to a lot of you who haven't seen this? Okay, 
apologies. We can't begin to understand what God's doing in this book without understanding the larger 
story. But then once we get it, once we understand the bigger context of what God is doing, then we 
begin to see. For example, in light of Exodus, this story of God rescuing a people and leading them into 
freedom, that when we come to Leviticus and these laws that make up Leviticus, these are not like, 
what do you need to do if you want God to rescue you? No, they've already been rescued. 

These laws are not about what do I need to accomplish or obey in order to be saved? No, you've already 
been saved. It's God's saying, "I freed you, I pursued you, and I chased you down. And now in that 
freedom, I want you to live in such a way that puts on display for the whole world, my love for all 
people." That's the context of this story. 

Last week we talked about one example of this is God's heart for the poor and his invitation for the 
Israelites to be a new kind of family. A family where those who are often overlooked or trashed in our 
world would actually be lifted up and blessed. So just to build right off of that in Leviticus 19 verse 9, this 
is on page 124 if you want to use that Bible there in front of you. 

Here God is ... He's speaking to his people through Moses. And here's what he says. He says, 

"When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right up to its edge, neither shall 
you gather the gleanings after your harvest. And you shall not strip your vineyard bare. Neither shall you 
gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard. You shall leave them for the poor and the sojourner, the 
foreigner. I am the Lord your God." 

So God is giving through Moses, instructions to this new community. Throughout Leviticus there are 
these reminders, these appeals to remember the poor. Don't forget them, they'd been forgotten long 
enough. Remember them. Make room for the poor in your land, in how you do business and your 
economy, and how you work your fields. And this continues in verse 13 it says, 

 "You shall not oppress your neighbor or rob him. The wages of a hired worker shall not remain with you 
all night until morning." 



Now, my first reaction to this particular passage was repentance because sometimes Ali and I, we don't 
have cash for the babysitter. And so they ended up going home and we say, "We'll pay you next time." 
Well, now there's Venmo. But babysitters, if you're here, you can always from here on out, just 
memorize this text and you can call me on it. I'll be impressed if you memorize Leviticus 19:13. But God 
says, "Look, if you've hired someone to do work in your field, I don't want you to wait until the next 
morning to pay them."  Which may not seem like a really big deal for us, but if your employee, if your 
worker needs that wage to put food on the table for his family, for his kids that very night, God says you 
need to pay them right away. The game has changed just because you're a land owner, just because you 
have all the chips, just because you have all the power, doesn't mean you can abuse it anymore. 

Verse 14,  

"You shall not curse the death or put a stumbling block before the blind, but you shall fear your God. I am 
the Lord."  

Again, in an ancient culture where a disability would likely make you an outcast, God says with you, it 
needs to be different. In fact, God adds this little exclamation point to the end of the verse. If you're 
tempted to abuse those who are disabled, you better fear your God because he's with them. 

We'll keep going down to verse 18, 

 "You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love 
your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord." 

 One day Jesus was asked this question, which of all of these is the greatest commandment? He said,  

"Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and strength and love your neighbor as yourself." Jesus 
knew his Leviticus. 

Then if we go down to verse 32, you may not have heard this one before. It says,  

"You shall stand up before the gray head and honor the face of an old man.”  

So reverence for the gray-haired leaders in your midst! Say, "What?” 

Did I hear amen to that? 

Okay, this is why “Just for Men” isn't biblical. So just ... I mean be proud of that gray. It is a source of 
honor. They applauded this in the 8:45 service. 

Verse 33, 

 "When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall do him no wrong. You shall treat the stranger 
who sojourns with you as the native among you. You shall love him as yourself."  

That's an echo of verse 18, "For you were strangers in the land of Egypt. Don't you ever forget that you 
were once the sojourner and the slave?" 



Now, this is world changing stuff and I'd love it if we could just end right here and be a smooth landing. 
Somebody sent me this New Yorker cartoon earlier this week and we'll see if we can see this, the 
bottom of it and may be cropped. I'll be cherry picking from Deuteronomy today, which thank you for 
your sense of humor person who sent this. It was a little convicting and you may have noticed that I just 
skipped over a chunk of Scripture in Leviticus Chapter 19. Just to prove to you that we will not cherry 
pick our way through Leviticus, we're going to turn to some head scratching content in verse 20. This'll 
be the focus for the rest of our message. 

Here's what we read, and this is from the NIV. It says,  

"If a man sleeps with a female slave who has promised to another man, but who has not been ransomed 
or given her freedom, there must be due punishment. Yet they are not to be put to death because she 
has not been freed. The man, however, must bring a ram to the entrance of the tent of meeting for a 
guilt offering to the lord. And with the ram of the guilt offering the priest is to make atonement for him 
before the Lord for the sin he has committed and his sin will be forgiven.” 

All right, what do we do with this? And to preach the rest of this sermon, I'm gonna Invite Charlie Dunn 
to come up. 

So right here in the middle of Leviticus 19, right here in this text, we've got two of the major objections 
that people often raise. And understandably so when reading the Old Testament. First objection, doesn't 
the Old Testament support and endorse the subjugation of women? I was talking to someone this week 
who said, "Yep, that's why I don't go to church." And just a little reminder for whenever we talk about 
something like this, as a church, as a community, this is not abstract theological conversation. This is a 
real issue affecting real lives. Even in our day today, whether it's the demeaning of women in various 
parts of society, in the workplace or the issue of domestic violence. Our team was meeting with the 
leaders of Genesis Women's' Shelter here in Dallas and they shared with our staff that violence against 
women is called the “holy hush.” People don't like to talk about this in church. One in three women in 
Texas will have some experience of domestic violence in their lifetime. 

Globally there's a critical gender imbalance in major countries like China and India. In Asia alone, 163-
million more males than females. And once a fetus has been identified as female, it is much more likely 
to be unwanted, abandoned, or aborted. And if you're lucky enough to be born, you likely won't have 
the same access to basic things like healthcare or education. UNESCO says that one in four girls will not 
be able to complete a primary education. So what does the Bible, what do the Scriptures under which 
we live their authority, what do they have to say about this? Well, the reality is that in parts of the Old 
Testament, including in the 10 commandments, women are viewed and valued less than men in terms 
of legal status and rights. 

There's a lot that's been written about this and we could talk for a long time because it's a real complex 
issue. Much of what we see in Old Testament laws related to men and women is acknowledging and 
even accommodating a cultural reality without saying, "This is the best expression of God's will for the 
flourishing of human life." 

Let me try to explain. What we see here, and Ian Pravin writes about this, is that God is accommodating 
himself to sinfulness and depraved human culture. And I quote, “God understands full well the nature of 
the world with which he is working as he seeks to lead it evermore steadily toward the good.” God does 



not set out in Biblical law to change this reality by way of legislation. He restricts himself to a number of 
rules about male/female relations that offer women some protection and some justice in an historical 
and cultural context in which they have none, in which they have become unequal to. And in fact, the 
property of men. 

In these Old Testament laws, God engages with human society where he finds it and he takes steps to 
lead it toward a better vision of his redemptive kingdom. Yes, there is a broader moral vision for life, like 
loving your neighbor as yourself, seeing all people as God's image bearers. But part of the purpose of 
these laws is to bring some degree of justice to the world as God finds it in a world in which there was 
no justice for women. 

What we see unfolding in the Old Testament is this larger story of God working evermore steadily in the 
midst of a sinful, rebellious people toward the good of human flourishing. Working a good in which 
women and men are both created equally in God's image and ultimately a world in which, through 
Christ, because of Christ, there is neither male nor female. For all are one in Christ Jesus. 

We could jump right from there into the New Testament. There you find that roughly half of the 
households, half of the house churches that have been launched by Paul. The other apostles and 
disciples are led and headed by women. That was a staggering percentage in the ancient world. They'd 
never seen a social movement like this. Women's' influence and leadership in the early church was 
revolutionary and that's just scratching the surface, I know. 

By the way, if you want more resources on this, we would love to have this conversation with you, our 
pastors, and ministry leaders, to listen and to learn together. So please reach out to us. I'll try to express 
this as clear as I can. We believe as a church, Highland Park Presbyterian Church, that when we take the 
whole of Scripture as seriously as possible. We believe that the Bible affirms and equal egalitarian 
community, where women and men lead together and serve together on the basis of spirit-led 
giftedness. Not gender hierarchy. 

If you are a woman and you follow Jesus, then you have gifts that God has given you for the good of the 
church and you need to use them. Doesn’t matter if it’s in leadership, or pastoring, or preaching, or 
evangelism or equipping. Our church needs you. People who don't know Jesus yet need you to steward 
those gifts. We want this to be a place where that is happening more and more as we become the kind 
of community that God always envisioned us to be. 

Now, there's so much more that we could dive into here, but we got to keep going because there's a 
second major question that this text in Leviticus 19 poses to us. And that's the question. What does the 
Bible say about slavery?  If you thought you were going to get a happy-clappy sermon today, I'm so sorry 
to disappoint. 

Doesn't this text in Leviticus seem to endorse slavery? Once again, this was written, we need to 
remember this, was written to a unique culture 3,500 years ago. I'm grateful to some of the reflections 
that John Ortberg has made on this. So first of all, Scripture, the Bible as we know it, this is not some 
heavenly textbook for a perfect utopia. To quote Ortberg, “the Bible was written by real people in a real 
cultural context who are facing real problems and quite often commanded their readers to make limited 
but doable changes that point in the direction of God's ultimate love and justice.” So, in the ancient 
world, systems like slavery and patriarchy, they were universal. Every major culture that the biblical 



writers engaged with practiced slavery, Canaanite, Egyptian, Ethiopian, Assyrian, Babylonian, and Greek. 
In ancient Rome, in the city of Rome, more than a third to half of its residents were thought by 
historians to be slaves. 

So an economic system without slavery, it's simply did not exist in those cultures. However, when you 
look closely at the laws of the Old Testament, what you'll find is that they consistently undermined the 
power of slave owners.  Really, the entire system of slavery in the ancient world. I'll give you a few 
examples. In that broader ancient world near eastern society, there was no condition for slaves to be 
released. But Leviticus, this book that we're studying, in this book God's people were told to release 
their slaves every seven years. That means after seven years of service. In that culture, there were no 
provisions to be given to a slave if they were to be liberated. But in Deuteronomy 15 we find that God's 
people are commanded to give generously to their slaves when they freed them. In surrounding nations, 
slave owners could punish a slave at any time for whatever reason, in whatever way they want. 

But laws that we find in Leviticus put restrictions on how a slave could or could not be punished and, key 
detail, it held the master accountable. Again, that was unprecedented. In the ancient world, runaway 
slaves or fugitive slaves carried a bounty. Nations would negotiate these complex treaties to make sure 
that a slave was always returned to their owner. The code of Hammurabi called for the death of anyone 
harboring a runaway slave. And then you come to Deuteronomy Chapter 23 where God's people are 
told to provide sanctuary for any runaway slave. This was a radical departure from anything that they 
had ever seen in this world, and you can follow this through the Old Testament to the prophets. For 
example, Jeremiah 34 where the prophet says it's actually the failure of God's people to release slaves 
according to the law that leads ultimately to God's judgment falling on the kingdom. 

I know I'm throwing a lot of content in your direction, but sometimes this is the work. There's another 
scholar, William Webb, a New Testament scholar who says that when you read through these 
Scriptures, you have to add to all of this something he calls “seedbed texts,” because it's like there are 
these seeds in the Scriptures that are undermining of slavery as a system in itself. It's like they carry the 
seeds of liberation and freedom. For example, it is totally unique among ancient sacred texts that the 
Old Testament taught that every human being on this planet bore the image of God. Slave or free. Only 
the Hebrew Bible taught that every person, every human being, was called to exercise dominion. 
Everyone was to steward the earth and to create value. And that every person was loved by God 
regardless of gender or race or tribe or socioeconomic standing. This call to love your neighbors 
yourself, which we just saw in Leviticus 19:34, extends to the stranger, the foreigner and the slave. 

Then you get to the New Testament where the Apostle Paul writes a letter about the release of the slave 
Onesimus. When he writes to the church and Galatia, he says that there is neither slave nor free, male 
nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. Again, we're just barely scratching the surface here. 
Somehow thousands of years later when we gather and we open up this book and we read what it says, 
it is impossible for us to see it in its entirety. We do not see that God's heart is to bring an end to the evil 
and the injustice of human slavery. 

You may have seen that recently. There's a museum that was opened in Washington DC, the Museum of 
the Bible. And those of you who have been there say it's incredible. There was this one exhibit on 
something called “The Slave Bible.” And this goes back to 1808. “The Slave Bible” was published as a 
way of converting African slaves to Christianity so that they would be better slaves. But to do that, the 
publishers had to take out any parts of the Bible that that might prompt slaves to long for and to pursue 
their freedom. Remember those seedbed texts? So, of course these publishers, they started by taking 



out the Book of Exodus, which is about God freeing slaves. Hello? I mean, we can't let slaves read about 
that. They might think that freedom is something that God might actually want for all people. So they 
tore out the Book of Exodus. Then they went to the Book of Revelation and they took it out because in it 
was this vision of a heavenly city. A vision of a new creation, in a culture where people of every tribe and 
every ethnic background we're coming together in freedom to worship the living God. 

There was liberation and justice for all people. And they kept looking through everything. They went and 
they took out any single texts that had any mention of freedom or justice coming to all nations. Finally, 
of the 1,189 chapters that we have in this Bible, when they were done with it, the publishers were left 
with 232 chapters. They took 80% of the chapters of this Bible out. 

So is the Bible antislavery? Ask the publishers of “The Slave Bible.” It's pretty hard to read this book and 
not see a vision breaking through of freedom and justice coming for every single person ever created by 
God to ever live on this planet. I share this knowing that we still have so far to go. Not just in our fight 
against slavery today. If you were here a few weeks ago, we heard from Gary Haugen who said that 
though we're at a point in history where finally slavery is illegal, outlawed in every part of our world, 
there are more slaves in our world today than ever before. 

We've got a long way to go. By the way, it's Jesus' followers who are leading the fight and we can do it in 
our generation. But then also to recognize that it's hard in our country, in this context, given our story, 
our history, to talk about slavery without talking about racism. Though slavery in the ancient world had 
more to do with going into debt or losing a war or a form of punishment because they didn't really have 
prisons, was largely not a matter of race. But because of our nation's history, it is hard for us to separate 
these things. Especially when many Christians in the American south use this Bible to justify the system 
of slavery. 

Now, I know that when I so much as mentioned the word “racism,” some of us may think, "Well, I'm not 
racist. I'm not prejudiced. I mean that maybe a problem in our past, but not for me and not today. I 
mean, I don't even see this stuff. So why bring it up?" This is one of the places where the old doctrine of 
total depravity is helpful. Going back to John Calvin and really before him to the great African 
theologian, Saint Augustan. What is total depravity? It means that sin has a way of getting so deep down 
into the recesses of my mind and my thought patterns and my soul and my emotions and my feelings 
and my heart and my body, that I can't even see it. It has infected me and every part of me, even my 
ethnic identity, total depravity. It doesn't get any more Presbyterian than that. 

So for me, I'm learning that I need to repent and ask for Jesus to heal and strip away any places where 
sin of racism has clouded my judgment. Anywhere my use of power and privilege to exclude, even in 
ways that I cannot see. I need to humble myself and I need to learn to get freed from this stuff and to 
begin to see differently. Then to invite other followers of Jesus as part of this church to do the same. 

We got a long ways to go on this because it turns out that God is still building a community, a body, a 
family of people who have been set free. We have been set free through the blood, the cross and the 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ who is the fulfillment of this law. He is the great high priest and through him we 
are being made holy. God is still saying, "I want the world to look at you, this precious beloved 
community and to see the ways in which you sacrifice for those who lack wealth or power or privilege. 
To see how you encourage all people to use the gifts they've been given by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
How you break down barriers that have divided and dehumanized and led to violence and hate. How 



you do it all in my name and you have loved one another just as I have loved you." Can we do that 
together? Can we be that kind of community in Jesus' name? 

Would you join me in prayer? 

Father, we thank you how the Bible and the words of Scripture are inviting us into and opening us up to 
a greater story of you're creating this one new humanity, this new family in Christ. We pray Lord, for the 
small ways in which we are invited to be a part of this as individuals and as a church, as Highland Park 
Pres. Lord, would you show us this better vision for your kingdom breaking into the city of Dallas and 
throughout the world? I pray, that by your grace, it's a gift that you would lead us and invite us to take 
steps to be a part of revealing to this world. Revealing this great rescue mission that has come to us and 
is most fulfilled in the person of Jesus. And we pray this in his name. Amen. 
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