“Walmart Fire For A Rodeo Drive God”

Leviticus 10:1-3

A couple of years ago, our family took an extended vacation to Arizona, Nevada, and California.  We visited several different places as we made our way west.  In Los Angeles we decided to visit Rodeo Drive.  Located in Beverly Hills, this street is only three blocks long, but is packed with luxury stories that cater to celebrities and the elite of Los Angeles.  Some of the stores along Rodeo Drive include Cartier, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, Prada, and Versace.

Well, there we were: Felicia and I, Brett and Matthew, and my mom.  While Porsches and Lambourghinis cruised along the street, we decided to go into a couple of the shops and look around.  What could it hurt, right?  After all, that’s what the stores were for.


I don’t remember the first store we entered, but it was immediately clear we weren’t in Tennessee anymore!  Very large men dressed in black suits, with little Secret Service-like earpieces, stood around the perimeter of the store.  As we wandered farther in, we quickly picked up on the vibes being given off from the sales associates and the loss prevention bouncers.  It was if we had transgressed into the sacred realm of some cantankerous god.  Their expressions told us “We know you don’t belong in here.  You’re not from around here.  You can’t even afford a shopping bag in this place.”


And how right they were!  Felicia found a pair of flip flops for $550.00.  Matthew found a snakeskin belt for $700.00.  Brett found a Blackberry device with diamond-encrusted keys that the polite sales associate told us retailed for $10,500.00.  And I—well, I picked up a pair of dress socks from a display—only to be told by one of the black-suited bouncers not to touch them.  He said they were “fragile.”  I still wonder how someone wears socks that are fragile…?

We hit up a few more stores, all of which gave us the same cold glares from the sales associates and the same uncomfortable silence from the loss prevention guys.  To them, we were nothing more than a bunch of bumpkins or ruffians.  And we’d had the temerity—the nerve!—to walk into their stores in our Walmart shoes, carrying our Ross Dress For Less purses, and wearing shorts from Hamilton Place Mall.  Brett may’ve been the most fashionable among us with a Hollister shirt, which, on Rodeo Drive, was about as fashionable as gum on the sole of your shoe.

It was fun to see how the one-percenters live and shop.  But we were acutely aware that we were out of our depth.  We most certainly did not fit in with the Rodeo Drive crowd.  We couldn’t have been more out of place if we’d been carrying a Dollar Tree bag and eating a Moon Pie!

Go ahead and turn to our Scripture reading for today, Leviticus 10:1-3.

Leviticus is one of the Old Testament books that we often skim through or bypass completely because it’s chock-full of rules and laws that the Israelites were to follow.  There are rules for worship and rules for what is clean and unclean.  There are rules for skin diseases and rules for sexual relationships.  There are rules for festivals and celebrations--and for holiness.  And it’s that holiness that caused a major problem for two chaps named Nadab and Abihu.

Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu put coals of fire in their incense burners and sprinkled incense over them.  In this way, they disobeyed the Lord by burning before him the wrong kind of fire, different than he had commanded.  2So fire blazed forth from the Lord’s presence and burned them up, and they died there before the Lord.
3 Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the Lord meant when he said, ‘I will display my holiness through those who come near me.  I will display my glory before all the people.’”  And Aaron was silent.

Wow.  What just happened?  Did we just see two guys die because they used the wrong kind of fire?  What in the world is the “wrong” kind of fire?  Fire’s fire, isn’t it?
Nadab and Abihu first enter the biblical narrative in Exodus as the two oldest sons of Aaron the priest.  [ASK: And what do we call the children of a pastor?]  Preacher’s kids!  Nadab and Abihu were preacher’s kids.  Their uncle was Moses.  They came from a priestly family.  They were around the Tent of Meeting.  They saw God interacting with Moses and their father, Aaron.  In Exodus 24:1-2 we are told …the Lord instructed Moses: “Come up here to me, and bring along Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy of Israel’s elders.  All of you must worship from a distance.  2Only Moses is allowed to come near to the Lord.  The others must not come near...”  Prior to accepting and ratifying the covenant between Israel and God, Nadab and Abihu were part of a select group who went up on the mountain to worship God.  So how did they end up as piles of ashes?

The physical, burning, fire that Nadab and Abihu presented to God was just that: a plain old hot flame.  God wasn’t angry because Nadab and Abihu used a lighter instead of a match, or because they had a blue flame instead of an orange flame.  God was offended because of the manner in which they brought the fire before him.
Nadab and Abihu brought the fire in a manner like the pagans around them did.  They were guilty of introducing pagan ritualistic elements into the worship of God.  Nadab and Abihu didn’t pay attention to God’s instructions.  They decided to take a shortcut and offer up the fire, probably like they’d seen the priests in Egypt do on countless occasions.  The boys wrongfully assumed that one ritual was the same any other, and the God of Moses was just as good as the gods of Egypt.


Tragically, Nadab and Abihu discovered too late that Yahweh will not tolerate being treated like other gods.  Deuteronomy 4:24 tells us, The Lord your God is a devouring fire; he is a jealous God.  God is holy, and his holiness cleanses, consumes, and transforms.  It affects everything that comes into its presence.

Scripture tells us that God is unlike any other (Hosea 11:9), and his holiness is the essence of who he is.  God’s holiness shapes all his other attributes--his love is a holy love, his mercy is holy mercy, even his anger is a holy anger.  We might try thinking of God’s holiness as something like electricity: it is a useful, wonderful source of energy; however, if not handled properly, it can shock, burn and even kill.
And because God is holy, he calls his people to be holy as well.  Nadab and Abihu became careless and unmindful of their responsibilities.  They had been around that religious stuff all their lives and became complacent.  They made the mistake of assuming that fire from the Walmart was sufficient for a Rodeo Drive God.

You and I likewise run the same risk: of losing the reverence in the routine.  We can forget that we are to approach God with humility, with thanksgiving, with reverence, with an offering.  We can end up going through the motions, presenting God with our leftovers--or with nothing at all.  Like Nadab and Abihu, we can become too complacent in our worship and too comfortable in our routines.

It’s a particularly sobering reminder for pastors because we handle the holy things of God regularly.  Communion elements, baptismal waters, the Scriptures—yes, even pastors and priests can become complacent and just go through the motions.  It’s also true for musicians and choirs and worship leaders.  They stand in the presence of the Almighty, offering sacrifices of praise, and should also be mindful of the gravity of their responsibilities.  It isn’t “just singing.”  Or “just playing.”  It is a spiritual offering to a high and holy God.
But it’s also a reminder for all of us who worship before the Lord.  When we enter this place--where the communal act of worship is carried out—we are on holy ground.  [ASK: Who remembers why God told Moses to remove his sandals before the burning bush?]  Because it was holy ground.  God was present then and there.  When we come here to worship together, God is present here and now.  This is our holy ground.

Kneeling before the burning bush, Moses was in the company of a holiness he’d never known before.  No doubt that experience enabled him to give Aaron an interpretation of the tragedy surrounding Nadab and Abihu.  It’s a crucial principle of how God relates to his chosen people.  Verse three: 3 Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the Lord meant when he said, ‘I will display my holiness through those who come near me.  I will display my glory before all the people.’”
God will always and eternally act in ways that bear witness to his holy nature.  And he does this in and through those who come near him.  Folks, that’s us!  It’s just one more reason why Sunday morning worship should not—indeed CANNOT--just be a routine, a going-through-the-motions that we can do with our eyes closed and our minds and hearts elsewhere.  We are entering into the holy presence of our indescribable God, and because God’s holiness transforms all it touches, we should leave worship affected and transformed by that holiness.
The world should see there is something different, something unusual about these people called Christians.  [ASK: Does anyone remember what happened to Moses’s face when he came out of the Tent of Meeting with God?]  It was glowing, exactly!  Again, Moses had been in the presence of the living God, and God’s holiness was so powerful and transformative that Moses glowed like a burning coal.  Our worship—our awareness of his holy presence—should send us out glowing and burning from that encounter!
We are told in 1 Peter 2:5-6, 5…you are living stones that God is building into his spiritual temple.  What’s more, you are his holy priests.  Get that?  We—you and I—are God’s holy priests, just like Nadab and Abihu.  We are priests before God, before one another, and before the world.  We have encountered God’s holiness, have been transformed by it, and the church becomes the channel through which God shows the world that he is unlike any other god.
Therefore, because of these great responsibilities we must be careful of pulling a Nadab and Abihu with God.  We don’t want to become bored or arrogant when we come before God.  We don’t want to bring the wrong kind of fire because it’s quicker or easier.  We must strive to remember that we need to approach the living God in reverence and awe, in humility, and with an offering of our surrendered lives.

Walmart fire may be fine for grilling hamburgers or getting a campfire going.  It may be fine for keeping warm or roasting marshmallows.  But it is insufficient for a Rodeo Drive God.  He requires the absolute best, highest, and purest we can offer him.  Let us pray:
Breathe in me, O Holy Spirit, that my thoughts may all be holy.

Act in me, O Holy Spirit, that my work, too, may be holy.

Draw my heart, O Holy Spirit, that I love only what is holy.
Strengthen me, O Holy Spirit, to defend all that is holy.

Guard me so, O Holy Spirit, that I may always be holy.

In the name of Jesus Christ, our Redemption and Sanctification.  Amen.
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