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Be Holy!? 
Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 

February 19, 2017   Diane Christopher 
 

Our scripture reading today comes from the Lectionary, a 3-year cycle of 

scripture readings for each Sunday. Today’s reading is from the book of Leviticus 

found in the Old Testament. This is the only time Leviticus shows up in the 

lectionary. There is a good reason for that.  

 

When people want to read the whole Bible and start from the beginning, 

Leviticus is the book where people give up.  One person said, “I never realized I 

could fall asleep on a treadmill until I did so while trying to read Leviticus,” 

Another person said, “It is the gnarliest book in the Bible.”  

 

Leviticus deals with behavior, many of them commonplace.  For example, it 

prohibits trimming your beard. It prohibits tattoos (I am in trouble because I got a 

tattoo last summer. According to Leviticus, I am a sinner). It prohibits wearing 

clothes with two kinds of fabrics. According to Leviticus, you are all sinners.  

 

Leviticus forbids us to curse our mother or father. If you do, it calls for your 

death. Leviticus says you can’t eat shrimp or lobster (sorry Joel) and most 

scandalous of all, it prohibits the eating of bacon.  

 

So what do we do with this book? Which verses do we honor? Which ones do we 

cast off? Is there any good that comes out of these rules? Most Christians deal 

with Leviticus by ignoring it (including the lectionary).  

 

The problem with ignoring it is this: Jesus did not ignore Leviticus. He quoted 

from it. In fact, one of his most famous sayings comes from Leviticus. So if Jesus 

paid attention to Leviticus, therefore, shouldn’t we? Let’s try it this morning.  
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Turn with me to our scripture passage in your bulletin. Before we read, let us 

pray: 

 

Prayer: Stir in us now, Holy Spirit, a willingness to hear, the desire to know the 

truth and the courage to follow in joyful obedience, that we may be formed by 

your word into women and men of faith. Amen 

 

We are going to get our toes wet by starting out with reading only 2 verses in 

Leviticus. Leviticus 19:1-2 -  “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the entire 

assembly of Israel and say to them: Be holy because I, the Lord your God, am 

holy.’” 

 

Now, before we go any further and you are wondering how in the world we are 

to be holy, Jesus got into the act, too. Read Matthew 5:48 

“’Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’” 

 

This is the Word of the Lord… 

 

Leviticus is carrying on a theme that is throughout scripture. The central message 

of Leviticus is not about shrimp or tattoos or haircuts; it is about holiness. Over 

and over, the Bible tells us to be holy. God says to the Israelites: I will establish 

you as a holy people. You heard Jesus’ words: be perfect (or, be holy). Even the 

Apostle Paul gets into the act: you are a holy temple. 

 

Holiness means to set apart. Holiness is a word that indicates otherness – God is 

set apart from us because God is other. Yet, the Bible seems to think that 

holiness is something that is us, too.  

 

So, when was the last time you felt holy? How about perfect? Last week? Last 

month? Perhaps never? Isn’t holiness reserved for people like Mother Teresa? 

The Pope? But look at verse one in Leviticus 19 – God says to Moses speak to the 

whole assembly, not just to the priests or the leaders, but everyone. Tell all of the 

people they are to be holy.   
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Note what our passage says about holiness. It doesn’t say we are to be holy as 

God is holy. It says we are to be holy because God is holy. The call to be holy is 

not an invitation to be like God. Our call to holiness is be fashioned after God’s 

holiness.  

So how does one become holy? Do I go on meditation retreats? Or long, solitary 

walks in the woods? How about long deep, luminous prayer sessions? Yes, 

holiness is all that, but holiness is even more.                        

 

The rest of Leviticus 19 tells us what holiness looks like. We are going to read it. 

Two things before we begin: Remember I said that Leviticus contains a famous 

saying of Jesus. Look for it as we read the rest of Leviticus 19. Second, you are 

going to help me read it. Wherever you see “I am the Lord,” or “I am the Lord 

your God,” that is your line.   

 

Leviticus 19:9-19 

‘When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your 

field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. 10 Do not go over your vineyard a 

second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and 

the foreigner. I am the Lord your God. 

11 “‘Do not steal. 

“‘Do not lie. 

“‘Do not deceive one another. 

12 “‘Do not swear falsely by my name and so profane the name of your God. I am 

the Lord. 

13 “‘Do not defraud or rob your neighbor. 

“‘Do not hold back the wages of a hired worker overnight. 

14 “‘Do not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block in front of the blind, but fear 

your God. I am the Lord. 

15 “‘Do not pervert justice; do not show partiality to the poor or favoritism to the 

great, but judge your neighbor fairly. 

16 “‘Do not go about spreading slander among your people. 

“‘Do not do anything that endangers your neighbor’s life. I am the Lord. 

17 “‘Do not hate a fellow Israelite in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so 

you will not share in their guilt. 
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18 “‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, 

but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord. 

 

This, too is the Word of the Lord…. 

 

First of all, what is the sentence Jesus quoted from Leviticus 19? Yes….”love your 

neighbor as yourself.” The Pharisees had come to Jesus and they wanted to test 

him. So one of them asked Jesus what is the most important commandment of 

them all. Jesus said: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your mind,” and “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 

 If you go to Matthew 22 in your Bible, where this story comes from, and you 

come to this part where Jesus says love your neighbor as yourself, there will be a 

little letter next to it. This little letter refers you to the bottom of the page in your 

Bible, and it says this is from Leviticus 19.  

 

So back to our question: what does holiness look like? It is loving God, but it is 

also loving our neighbor. Being holy is about how we treat other people. That is 

what the rest of Leviticus 19 is all about. It is about living together in a 

community.  

 

Leviticus 19 gives examples how to do this:  leave food when you harvest your 

land so the poor can eat. Do not steal and lie. Do not take advantage of people 

who are deaf or blind. Pay workers fairly. Do not seek revenge.  

 

Be holy as I am holy. Love your neighbor as yourself.  

 

Holiness is taking care of our families. It is looking after the poor and strangers. 

Choosing honesty and truth – that’s godly. Treating disabled people with respect, 

honoring elders, refraining from gossip, forgiveness – all sacred. 

 

Then there is that repeated phrase – the phrase you said– “I am the Lord.” "Fee 

the poor--I am the Lord." "Do not speak badly of others--I am the Lord." "Stand 

up when an older person enters the room--I am the Lord."  
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It may have seemed overbearing as we read the passage together, but think 

about your parenting. When your child said, "Why do I need to clean my room?" 

you respond with  "Because I am your father, and I said so." "I am the Lord your 

God" is the divine "Because I told you so." 

 

 

The command to love one’s neighbor as oneself is not given just because loving 

one’s neighbor is a good idea (although it is) or because it makes the community 

run better (although it does). Rather the command should be observed first 

because loving one’s neighbor is the essence of holiness.  

 

Loving one’s neighbor is the essence of holiness.  

 

Remember Jesus’ statement to be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect? 

Jesus isn’t talking about perfection in the sense of never making a mistake. He’s 

preaching Leviticus. Just before Jesus says be perfect, he says do not harbor 

grudges, do not mistreat anyone, speak the truth in all circumstances, love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you. Jesus is talking about loving your 

neighbor. Be perfect. Be holy.  

 

Being holy is our daily acts of thoughtfulness, kindness, justice, mercy, generosity 

and so on — things that we do not consider holy — but they are. 

 

I looked at our church calendar for this week. Do you know what I found? A lot of 

holiness. Yes, we have the usual things that we consider holy: worship services 

and Bible studies. But we are also loving our neighbor. This is what is happening 

this week: 

 Exercise classes for those who struggle with Parkinson’s and to prevent 

falling. 

 The ladies who makes quilts for the poor 

 The prayer ministry who pray for the sick and the dying, prayer requests 

that come in during worship and through our website. 

 Grief recovery ministry that helps people walk forward after a loss 

 Stephen Ministry training and education – showing our people how to 

come along side someone in need.  
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 Opening up our building for a community concert 

 The Mission breakfast to help the Mexican orphanage. 

 

All of this is holiness.  

 

 

Then in a couple of weeks, we have the Patio Sale. Everything you do at that sale 

is holy as you raise money for the needy. But this too is also holiness:  during the 

sale welcoming the stranger with a smile, feeding them, helping them with 

whatever they need. It is not just about the money raised; it is also about how we 

treat the people who enter our doors that week.  

All of this is sacred. 

 

May God grant us grace to honor all our relationships with our words and our 

deeds each and every day. May we be holy as God is holy.  

Amen.  

 

 


