YOU ARE TO BE HOLY TO ME

Leviticus 17-27

Key verse: 20:26

“You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy,

and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own.”
The five offerings provided an access for Israel to come to God. But in the time of Isaiah the people of Israel indulged in the practice of the five offerings while they ignored the purpose. We should learn to reflect God’s purpose given in the institution of five offerings in our prayer and in our service. The priesthood and the laws to cleanse the Israelites were given so that the Lord might dwell among them. We should learn the grace of cleansing from the aspect of his will to dwell among us. That would produce mature Christians.

Leviticus 17-27 is known as “the holiness code.” The Lord is not content to allow Israel to simply avoid sin. He wants his people holy because the Lord is holy (19:2; 20:26), and because he is the Lord, who makes them holy (20:8). The word “holy” means that God’s people are “special,” “unique,” and “set apart” for God’s purposes (20:24,26; Ex.19:6). They are to demonstrate these qualities by the ways they respond to God and how they treat one another. The Lord will bless those who are faithful to the covenant and make holy people out of them.

The laws in the holiness code cover very practical matters. Though the topics discussed in these chapters are quite diverse, each subject deals with religious, private, or community life. Personal holiness, especially as it relates to sexual purity, is the subject of chapters 18‑20, and the summary of them all is the love for neighbors (19:18). As we read through all the laws in other chapters we understand that Israel was instructed to honor God and respect him with love in all aspects of their lives. The love for neighbors has to do with the love for the Lord.

We will learn how to be holy to God in the matters of lifeblood, human sexuality and religious practices. We will search for the answer of why we should be holy. We should learn why it was demanded because the Lord is holy. We will think of to what end the demand for holiness is given.

* Life blood and the covenant people (chapter 17)

At first glance there are two different subjects in chapter 17. The designation of the tabernacle for the offering (17:1-9) and the prohibition of eating blood (17:10-14). But 17:11 gives us a comprehensive understanding of all the instructions including verses 15 and 16. Let’s read 17:11. “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life.”  All the teachings in chapter 17 have to do with the topic of how the covenant people should treat the life of animals.

That is why the Lord designated the tabernacle as the place for offering the sacrifice. “Any Israelite who sacrifices an ox, a lamb or a goat in the camp or outside of it instead of bringing it to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting to present it as an offering to the Lord in front of the tabernacle of the Lord – that man shall be considered guilty of bloodshed; he has shed blood and must be cut off from his people” (17:4). What was the reason of  the designation of the tabernacle as the place for sacrifice? 17:5 answers, “This is so that Israelites will bring to the Lord the sacrifices they are now making in the open fields…” What had the Israelites done in the practice of the sacrifice in the open fields? 17:7 explains, “They must no longer offer any of their sacrifices to the goat idols to whom they prostitute themselves…” 

Obviously the Israelites had practiced animal sacrifice long before they were given the sacrificial system in the covenant. But like the other people in ancient days they believed in the sacrifice itself. They sacrificed animals to deal with their anxiety and fear. Verse 7 describes that attitude as prostituting. The Lord teaches in verse 4 that that is not a sacrifice to the Lord. It was simply an act of bloodshed, which is counted as the same guilt as the murder of a man. In verse 7 is given the insight that such an unlawful sacrifice also leads to the offering to idols. We learn from the designation of the tabernacle for offering the sacrifice why we believe only in the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ. There have been many who offered their lives for noble purposes. But he alone entered the “greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation. He did not enter by means of the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption” (Heb 9:11,12). We also learn here why we cannot be saved with our tears, zeal or with anything, even if we offer our very lives. The designation of the tabernacle for offering the sacrifice teaches us to pay attention to the redemption which has come to us through Jesus Christ alone. We must learn to appreciate it right. Otherwise we will be in competition with the more zealous religions, such as Islam or Buddhism or patriotism. We will stop bloodshed and idol worship. Moreover we will worship God.

In 17:10-16, particularly in verse 11 is given the reason why unlawful, random sacrifice is forbidden. “For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one’s life.” That is why shedding blood of animals other than in the tabernacle is forbidden and eating blood is forbidden. In 17:13 is the instruction to those who hunt animals with the same concern. “They must drain out the blood and cover it with earth because the life of every creature is its blood” (17:13) “because the life of every creature is its blood…” (17:14b). For the same reason the animals which were found dead or torn by wild animals were considered unclean. The covenant people Israel were not only forbidden to eat them but were instructed to wash their clothes and bathe with water. They would still be considered unclean till evening.

Since they were allowed to eat meat we shouldn’t mix up the two topics, though eating blood is still forbidden. We should learn that the life is given to each creature by God. He has entrusted the lives of the creatures into our hands. He has given us the privilege to sacrifice the animals, though he alone has the right of the life of all the creatures, to make atonement for our sins. When we keep the spirit of the law regarding the tabernacle and lifeblood, we will be different from those who live by the so-called “laws of the jungle.” We will be guided to the worship of the Lord our God in this extremely confused generation where everything is measured by the degree of human effort. More than the negative reasons, we learn in chapter 17 the way to worship God and strive toward his hope, namely the covenant hope, which is expressed in 26:44,45. After he provided every possible way for his people to come back to him, the Lord added, “Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them or abhor them so as to destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them. I am the Lord their God. But for their sake I will remember the covenant with their ancestors whom I brought out of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their God. I am the Lord.”
* Human sexuality and the covenant people (chapter 18)
Sexual relationships have long been a universal concern. Generally, people want to know who they may marry, and they also are in​terested in what constitutes “normal” human sexuality. Today the confusion regarding human sexuality is probably unprecedented. In places like Belgium and the Netherlands almost every possible sexual practice is allowed by law. They do so in the name of human freedom, while the northern European countries are still more conservative. Here in the US we see the mixture of everything, though the general consensus is still predominantly Puritanical. People today explain the issue from a bio-physio-chemical aspect. Since the clever people began to use human sexuality as a means for capital gains in recent decades, the whole world seems obsessed with the issue. Leviticus 18‑20 addresses the issue from the aspect of the covenant. It is a totally different approach, through a series of prohibitions. We learn in these laws how and what it means to be holy in the matter of human sexuality.

The Lord says in 18:1-5 that his covenant people must not follow what the Egyptians and the Canaanites did in those days. The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘I am the Lord your God. You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used t live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the Lord your God. Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them. I am the Lord.”
First, Israel may not marry “close relatives” (18:6). Incestuous relation​ships such as father‑child, mother‑child, brother‑sister, and nephew​-aunt, among others are thereby eliminated (18:7‑18). Second, adul​tery and sexual acts performed in pagan cultic worship must be avoided (18:19‑21). Third, homosexuality and sexual relations with an animal are de​nounced as “detestable” and “perversion” (18:22‑23). The Lord set these stan​dards so that Israel would be different from the other nations (18:1‑5,24‑28). 

18:24,25 summarizes the reason of the prohibition. “Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, because this is how the nations that I am going to drive out before you became defiled. Even the land was defiled; so I punished it for its sin, and the land vomited out its inhabitants” By obeying the laws and being careful to follow the decrees the covenant people “will live by them” (18:5b). Here the word “live” means they would have a happy life and this also means that they would walk with God. The prohibitions reflect the truth of the distorted family relationship of the Egyptians and the Canaanities. Theirs was not different from that of the animals and surprisingly the Israelites were vulnerable to the influence. By giving them the covenant and by teaching them the truth of human sexuality from the covenant perspective God delivered them from sin. They could have been vomited by the earth and rejected by God and punished in oblivion. In 18:19-23, especially in verse 21, and in verses 5 and 30, we learn an afresh teaching that man is given his sexuality to honor God and worship him in its practice.

* The covenant people are to be holy to the Lord (chapters 19-20)

19:1 indicates that the laws in chapter 19 are to make Israel holy. 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.’” 

Let’s read 19:3-37 responsibly. While we read them let’s think about how each command in chapter 19 be the way for the covenant people to be holy. All these rules are meant to help Israel love their neighbor as much as they love themselves (19:18). To show this love the people should care for their poor (19:9‑10), practice honesty (19:11‑13), pro​mote justice (19:13‑18), and encourage purity of worship (19:26‑30). 19:18 can be the summary of all these rules according to the interpretation of Christ Jesus. Here we learn that loving and caring as God cared about us, that is, in the matter of sin, is how we love our neighbors and how we honor and declare the Lord’s name to be holy. No one can claim that he mastered these laws. Everyone must learn these laws in their life time. That would make a covenant people. 

 
The laws in chapter 20 is somewhat repetitious to that of in chapter 18, but the emphasis in this chapter is on the punishments for sin. In 20: 24b and 25b26 we read that Israel was set apart from the nations. “I am the Lord your God, who has set you apart from the nations.” “Do not defile yourselves by …those which I have set apart as unclean for you. You are to be holy to me because I, the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own.” God’s covenant people are not the result of evolution. They are God’s new creation. That is why we must follow God’s law not our nature. That is how God’s people can grow differently as the covenant people.

* Priests of the covenant people (chapter 21,22)

In the laws for priests in chapter 21 we learn that God’s covenant people keep themselves clean even in time of death of his own family members. In case of high priest “he must not make himself unclean, even for his father or mother, nor leave the sanctuary of his God or desecrate it, because he has been dedicated by the anointing oil of his God. I am the Lord” (21:12). Even his hair or beard belongs to God. For the same reason of being belonged to God, the woman he marries must be a virgin. A priest who has any defect was not allowed to offer a sacrifice to the Lord. In case his daughter defiles herself by becoming a (shrine) prostitute she must be burned in the fire (21:9). Why was such a discrimination applied to the priests? It is because God makes them holy (21:6,8,12,23). 

In chapter 22 are the instructions for the priests to “treat with respect the sacred offerings the Israelites consecrate to” the Lord (22:2). In order to do that priests must set a strong moral example for the people so worship can maintain credibility. They are to have high standards for marriage (21:7‑15), total respect for their work (22:1‑16), and a comprehensive knowledge of the sacrificial system (22:17‑33). Why are all the rules for priests and sacrifices? 22:32-33 answers, “Do not profane my holy name. I must be acknowledged as holy by the Israelites. I am the Lord, who makes you holy and who brought you out of Egypt to be your God. I am the Lord.”
* The Feasts (chapter 23-27)

There are the list of the feasts in 23-25 which are instituted by the Lord. They are the Sabbath, Every seventh day of a week is a Sabbath of rest. A day holy to God. The Sabbath rest had been set by God himself in the creation. There Sabbath therefore is a creation ordinance (Ex 20:8-11). The Passover and Unleavened bread. The Passover is called the Lord’s Passover. It begins at the twilight on the 14th day of the first month. The Lord’s Feast of Unleavened Bread begins next day, which is 15th, and last for seven days. The Israelites hold the sacred assembly on the first day and on the seventh day. They present offerings by fire everyday for seven days. The Feast of the Firstfruits. When they reap the harvest. Feast of weeks begins on the fiftieth day from the day after the Sabbath, the day of the Firstfruits. Feast of Trumpets begins on the 1st day of the 7th month. The day of Atonement is on the 10th of the 7th month. The Feast of Tabernacles begins on the 15th day of the 7th month.

Israel must faithfully observe the special feasts the Lord instituted. Israel’s celebration of the festivals set them apart as a grateful nation committed to the Lord. The appointed feasts are proclaimed as sacred assemblies. 23:39-41 is the summary. “So beginning with the fifteenth day of the seventh month, after you have gathered the crops of the land, celebrate the festival to the Lord for seven days; the first day is a day of rest, and the eighth day also is a day of rest. On the first day you are to take choice fruit from the trees, and palm fronds, leafy branches and poplars, and rejoice before the Lord your God for seven days. Celebrate this as a festival to the Lord for seven days each year. This is to be a lasting ordinance for the generations to come; celebrate it in the seventh month.” 23:42-43 is the reason of the designation of the Feasts. “Live in booths for seven days: All native-born Israelites are to live in booths so your descendants will know that I had the Israelites live in booths when I brought them out of Egypt. I am the Lord your God.”
In 24:1-9 we learn the command to keep the intercessory prayer every day from the laws about oil and bread set before the Lord. Then in 24:17-22 we earn the seriousness of God to deliver his people from evil in the episode of a blasphemer who was stoned to death. That concern is the main flow of thought in all the laws in chapters 23-24. Then we learn that the Lord intended to free his people in chapter 25. That freedom looks forward to the liberation of all creation (Ro 8:21). We learn that in the laws of the Sabbath year for the land and the law of the year of Jubiliee. Let’s read 25:54,55. “Even if he is not redeemed in any of these ways, he and his children are to be released in the Year of Jubilee, for the Israelites belong to me as servants. They are my servants, whom I brought out of Egypt. I am the Lord your God.” The liberation of all his creation was what God had in his mind when he delivered the Israelites out of Egypt.

* Reward and punishment (chapter 26)

In 26:1-13 are the rewards for the obedience. 26:12,13 can be the summary. “I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people. I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt so that you would no longer be slaves to the Egyptians; I broke the bars of your yoke and enabled you to walk with head held high.” In 26:14-46 are the list of punishment. If they will obey the whole covenant, then God will bless every aspect of their lives (26:1‑12). Disobedience, though, will bring certain disci​pline, then punishment, and death if they do not repent (26:14‑46).

 
Let’s read 26:40-46 and learn the reason of the Lord to give all the laws and regulations. Clearly, God desires to love them and see them love one another. He does so with the hope he had at the time he had called Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, at the time of his deliverance of his people from Egypt (26:40‑45). Even the judgment was for giving Sabbath rest to the land (26:34). He took all the burdens of his peoples’ sin on himself for the hope of liberating his creation.

* Devotion to the Lord (chapter 27)


The covenant concludes with commands about what belongs to God. As God’s special nation, the Isrealites are to give the Lord a tenth of their wealth (27:30‑33). If they volunteer to give more, because of a vow or out of joy, they must keep their pledge (27:1‑29). Their land and prop​erty come from God, so such gifts are not unreasonable.



We remember that the book of Leviticus is an annex to the book of Exodus. When we combine together we can understand that Israel now possesses a comprehensive statement of what God expects from them. They know the basics of this covenant, as well as its finer points. They have a place to wor​ship, leaders to guide worship, and sacrifices that will cover their sins. Beyond these vital ingredients, they now possess a national identity: they are the Lord’s holy people. This relationship entitles them to the promised land. But as remember the next book, Numbers, we can understand that it was only by the grace of God that they would enter the promised land. As a matter of fact, all these laws in the book of Leviticus reflect the grace of the Lord, who wants to be their God, who wants to dwell among them. May we wake up to this grace.

