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The Economic Challenge 
Readings: Leviticus 25:1-17; James 1:22-27; Luke 4:16-21 

 
I wonder what you think of when you hear the word “Jubilee”? 
Perhaps you think of a celebration, particularly a royal celebration.  Perhaps 

remembering celebrating the longstanding traditions of Monarchy in the UK.  Silver 
Jubilee, Golden Jubilee, Diamond Jubilee. 

The idea of Jubilee however doesn’t find its genesis in the history of England but 
rather the history of Israel.  Whilst it is related to the idea of kingdom, rather than 
celebrating Kings and Queens it was a message of hope for the poor and oppressed.  
Whilst not quite Anarchy in the UK Jubilee is a radical social vision that if we will hear 
the trumpet call will issue a profound economic challenge about what we do with our 
silver, gold and diamonds, a call to change our hearts, minds, our community and, if 
possible, our very culture. 

For each week, perhaps even daily we pray for the coming of God’s kingdom, in 
Leviticus 25 we have perhaps the clearest illustration of what it is that we hope are 
praying for and while it is a serious spiritual work out, it reminds us the kingdom is far 
more than simply spiritual.  

SABBATH AND JUBILEE 

As Leviticus draws to a close it lists a variety of religious celebrations and holy 
days for the people (see the chart in Appendix 2).  As this list draws to a close the Lord 
instructs Moses about observances that are more than annual. 

Firstly there is the Sabbath year.  After 6 years of sowing and reaping the 7th year 
the land is to have a complete rest.  What the land naturally produces can be eaten by 
all levels of society and the livestock.  This would have been a relief to the poor and 
disposed as they had access to food. 

We should not the that was not for the people sake but for the land, its is the 
lands sabbath (v2, 4). 

Jubilee 
As if this idea wasn’t a challenge enough after 7 such sabbath year, on the 50th 

year a trumpet would be sounded to proclaim the year of Jubilee (a word that seems to 
come from an ancient word for a trumpet or ram’s horn.)  This was not just an additional 
sabbath year but was a year of liberty, of release for all people. 

People were to receive back and go back to their ancestral land, those who had 
been sold in servitude were to be set free and get back the means of economic survival. 

Property 
Being Leviticus it sets out some of the details, it is a manual after all.  For those 

worried about what they shall eat when there is no sowing or harvesting for 2 years in a 
row they are assured that the Lord will command a blessing and there will be sufficient 
food.  Those who work the land know that this is not impossible harvests vary greatly. 

Given that the Jubilee legislation means that the land is effectively never sold any 
real estate deals of agricultural land should be based purely on the number of harvests 
that the purchaser will get until the next Jubilee. 

If possible, a family member should redeem the property based on the number of 
harvests till Jubilee or if the original seller has a change of fortunes he can redeem it 
himself.  Either way at Jubilee the land is is returned to the original owning family. 

This doesn’t apply in town houses as these are not tied to agricultural production, 
or to Levites who have special arrangements. 
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Slaves 
Those in further financial difficultly should stay with kin, and they are not to be 

charged interest or a means of profit but generously cared for. 
If in further trouble and they have to sell themselves they are to treated as hired 

labourers not slaves, and again at Jubilee they and their family shall go back to their 
property to start again. 

As with the land the servant or their family can redeem them based on the 
number of years to Jubilee. 

Impact of these rules 
The aim of these laws is quite clear.  Land was the primary economic tool in an 

agrarian society.  Without land a family could not prosper and would find it hard to look 
after themselves. Jubilee meant that once in a generation the slate would be wiped 
clean so there would be hope for a different future.  Rather than there developing a 
landed gentry who kept the rest of the population in effective economic slavery, all the 
people and all the tribes all the families would have the means to look after themselves. 

THEOLOGICAL GROUNDWORK 

This radical yet profoundly just economic model was not given in a budget 
speech but in the midst of a description of religious celebrations.  These are not 
sociological ideals but based on fundamental theological convictions, they are an 
expression of the faith of Israel. 

Creation 
Firstly it is based on the idea of creation.  This is clear from the sabbath model 

and the rest on the 7th day.  Hence it is a reminder that God is perfectly able to look after 
his people.   

Furthermore, and based on this it is a reminder the Land is the Lord’s. “The land 
shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and 
tenants.” V23   They should not in their pride assume that land was theirs to buy and sell 
rather it all belonged to God they were simply tenants.  The earth is the Lords, they were 
to care for it and recognise who the true owner was.  The setting aside of days is a 
reminder that even time belongs to God. 

A solid doctrine of creation is a great antidote to human pride and thus greed. 

God’s Gift 
Secondly the land was God’s gift to the people. “When you enter the land that I 

am giving you” V2.  The land was their Lord’s generous gift to them, so they were to 
show similar generosity to each other. 

Jubilee particularly has built in the idea of generous financial family responsibility 
as well as generosity in practical forgiveness.  They were not to profit from family 
members misfortune, why they were to “fear your God” v36.  Generosity and 
responsibility. 

God’s Redemption 
Lastly and most powerful Jubilee is based on God having saved his people, all 

his people, from greatest to least from Egypt. As he has saved his people from 
oppression so his own people should not then oppress each other.  This could only 
mean they had forgotten the saving grace he had shown all.  They could not be slaves 
of each other for “For to me the people of Israel are servants; they are my servants 
whom I brought out from the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.”  They are God’s 
people, if they are slaves of anyone it is God, the are not slaves of each other. 

It is the creating, generous, saving God who gave Jubilee as a reminder of who 
he was, he was their king and this was what his kingdom looked like.  To the rich and 
powerful it set limits but more importantly to the poor and oppressed it gave power, life 
giving and life sustaining hope. 
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THROUGHOUT THE BIBLE 

This is the beautiful ideal of Jubilee, how God’s people should be, how God’s 
kingdom should be expressed. 

We do not know Jubilee was ever practiced.  But we do know that the evils which 
Jubilee was to limit were present in Israel.  The prophets railed against the 
accumulating, property rich (Isaiah 5:8, Amos 2:6) who needed to be reminded that they 
couldn’t buy God off with burnt sacrifice when he wanted them act justly, love mercy and 
walk humble with their God (Micah 6:8) 

It is fair to say that the hopes of poor and oppressed were often dashed. 

Jesus’ Jubilee Declaration 
We need to keep this in mind when we hear Jesus shockingly apply these words 

from Isaiah to himself. 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good 

news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” 
(Luke 4:18-19 quoting Isaiah 61) 

Can you hear Leviticus ringing out, can you hear Jesus is blowing the trumpet to 
say that in his ministry it is the year of Jubilee, good news for the poor, there is 
liberation.  The God of creation, the God of this earth, the God of salvation is here.  
God’s kingdom or justice and righteousness is present and it is time to act appropriately. 

Now we can of course apply this spiritually, that is the spiritually poor, oppressed 
and blind that Jesus has come to liberate, and if that is you this morning I’d love to talk 
with you after the service.  But with the clear Levitical overtones of this verse it is very 
hard to argue that it is only spiritual, their must be economic impact. 

We see this in Jesus ministry and the New Testament.  Zacchaeus gives his 
money away, the early Christians sold property to look after each other.  James Jesus 
brother, could say I suspect with Micah in his mind “Religion that is pure and undefiled 
before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to 
keep oneself unstained by the world” 

JUBILEE IN PRACTICE. 

We then having heard Jesus trumpet call, that Jubilee has been announced, we 
know that God’s kingdom is coming, we live and act in hope so we need to be seeking 
to put the ideals of such liberation and service into practice. 

It is beyond my competence and I suspect your patience for my detail how we 
could do this, but there are Christian thinkers such as the appropriately named Jubilee 
Centre in Cambridge who are doing such work.  I offer a few thoughts. 

Environment 
Jubilee is based on the idea of God’s creation and giving the creation a rest.  This 

is powerfully resonant idea in the context of current environmental concerns.  As part of 
her speech to the UN Greta Thonburg said to the world leaders “All you can talk about is 
money and fairytales of eternal economic growth.”  The idea of Jubilee tells us to give it 
a rest.  There is more to life than economic activity.  If we don’t stop and take the time to 
smell the roses maybe there won’t be any! 

But more than that how powerful would it be if the world actually took the sabbath 
seriously.  If 1 day in 7 we all just stopped.  No business, no driving, now flights.  Energy 
usage would drop by 15%.  You may say I’m a dreamer but … 

Perhaps more practically we should be people who do reduce, reuse, recycle.  
Using Op and Tip shops is holy work.  As we think about our care and use of the 
environment we should hear the words “I am the Lord your God.” 
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Economics. 
Thinking through Jubilee should lead us to searching questions about our 

economic system.  Is it right that Captains of industry “earn” hundreds of times that 
which the average worker does.  Leviticus makes this a theological question.  Trickle 
down economics seems to work as well as the Murray Darling Basin scheme, all caught 
up in self interest or to be less PC, greed. 

What about our social system which seems to have kept generations and 
suburbs isolated from the economic good times, with little access to the means of 
economic self-sustainability.  It has been said give a man a fish and you’ll feed him for a 
day, teach him to fish and you’ll never see him on the weekend.”  He will be able to 
ongoingly feed his family.  But our welfare system only seems to offer fast food and no 
hope. 

What can we do to change it? 
The liberation of slaves should remind us of the reality of the slave trade in our 

world and in our nation.  Do we ask questions about supply chains, or just go for the 
cheapest option? 

Does Jubilee, the return of the land give us a model for how we can think about 
reconciliation with our Aboriginal brethren. 

Closer to home to show redeeming loving generosity to our family. Looking to 
help and lift people up.  To show them in practical terms the hope that we have in Jesus 
so that they may share it too. 

CONCLUSION: A DREAM COME TRUE 

As I’ve said you may say that I’m a dreamer .. 
But dreams do come true from Leviticus.  In the late 90s there was a mainly 

Church lead, certainly Leviticus inspired campaign Jubilee 2000 which caught the 
imagination of many  Archbishop Justin Welby described it as "perhaps the churches' 
finest hour in dethroning Mammon ... Sustained support from Christians and others 
across the world led to the cancellation of more than $100billion of debt owed by 35 of 
the poorest countries."  Here is God’s kingdom visible to all. 

The Observer headline for October 3 said “The Jubilee line that works. Debt relief 
campaign Jubilee 2000 can now claim its great victory, thanks to Leviticus. 

Our spiritual work out today is to seek to put into practice the dream that is The 
Day of Jubilee.  Who knows where it may lead, but we do so knowing that God is king of 
creation, gives us all and is our merciful saviour and we act in hope.  The we have been 
anointed by the Spirit to keep blowing the trumpet of liberation and release that the poor 
may know that the followers of the world truly have good news. 

This is what it means to be Levitical, this is what happens when we hear the Bible 
talk, not just a spiritual workout, but working out our faith as God’s people in God’s world 
for God’s sake.  He is the Lord our God. 

 

APPENDIX 1:  FURTHER MATERIAL FOR REFLECTION 

Derek Tidball in his Bible Speaks Today Commentary, p304 says that Jubilee 
speaks about: 

 
1. Our relation to the environment: the need for rest and renewal; 
2. Our mission in the world: the need for liberty and justice; 
3. Our worship in church: the need for authenticity  and charity; 
4. Our relations in family: the need for compassion and support; 
5. Our growth in the Spirt: the need for mercy and forgivenesss; 
6. Our faith in the Saviour; the need to trust Jesus; and 
7. Our hope in the future; the need to look forward to his coming again. 
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APPENDIX 2: OLD TESTAMENT FESTIVALS IN LEVITICUS 

Leviticus describes most of the major Jewish festivals.  We will not have time in 
our series to consider all of them, but to know something about them helps us 
understand many New Testament passages and we can reflect on their meaning for us 
today.  Adapted from my trusty old NIV Study Bible! 

 
Name Lev OT  Mod Description Purpose & NT references 

Sabbath 23:3 7th Day Same Day of Rest; no  work. 
Rest of people and animals. Many 
eg. Mt 12:1-14. 

Sabbath 
Year 

25:1-7 7th Year Same Year of Rest; fallow fields. Rest for land. 

Year of  
Jubilee 

25: 8-
55, 
27:17-
24 

50th Year Same 
Cancelled debts; liberation of 
slaves, servants, land returned to 
original     families. 

Help for poor; stabilise society.  
Luke 4:16-21. 

Passover 23:5 
1st 
month 
(Abib 14) 

Mar- 
Apr 

Slaying and eating of lamb, bitter 
herbs, and bread without yeast 
in every household. 

Remember Israel's deliverance 
from Egypt. Mk 14:12-26; John 
11:55; 1Cor 5:7. 

Unleavened 
Bread 

23:6-8 

1st 
month 
(Abib 15-
21) 

Mar- 
Apr 

Presenting a sheaf of  first barley 
as a wave offering; burnt offering 
and grain offering. 

Remember how the Lord brought 
the Israelites out of Egypt in 
haste. Mk 14:1,12; 1Cor 5:6-8. 

First Fruits 
23:9-
14 

1st 
month 
(Abib 16) 

Mar- 
Apr 

A festival of Joy;           mandatory 
and voluntary offerings, including 
first fruits of wheat harvest. 

Recognise the Lord's bounty in 
the land.  Rom 8:23;                    1 
Cor 15:20-23. 

Weeks 
(Pentecost) 
Harvest 

23:15-
21 

3rd 
Month 
(Sivian) 6 

May - 
June 

An assembly on a day of rest  
with trumpets and sacrifices. 

Show thankfulness for the Lord's 
blessing of harvest.  Acts 2:1-4; 1 
Cor 16:8 

Trumpets 
(Later Rush 
Hashanah - 
New Years) 

23:23-
25 

7th 
Month 
(Tishri) 1 

Sep - 
Oct 

A day of rest, fasting & sacrifices 
of atonement for priests, people, 
tabernacle and altar. 

Present Israel before the Lord for 
his favour. 

Day of 
Atonement 

16; 
23:26-
32 

7th 
Month 
(Tishri) 10 

Sep - 
Oct 

A week of celebration for 
harvest; living in booths and 
offering sacrifices. 

Cleanse priests, people and holy 
place so God can be with his 
people. Rom3:24-26; Heb 9:7; 
10:3, 19-22. 

Tabernacle 
(Booths) 

23:33-
43 

7th 
Month 
(Tishri) 
15-21 

Sep - 
Oct 

A day of convocation, rest and 
offering sacrifices. 

Memorialise the journey from 
Egypt to Canaan, & thanks for 
bounty of the promised land. 

Sacred  
Assembly 

23:36b 
7th 
Month 
(Tishri) 22 

Sep - 
Oct 

A day of convocation, rest and 
offering sacrifices. 

Commemorate the closing of the 
cycle of feasts. 

 


