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1. Introduction

· Remark of NG pastor: "For them nothing is holy any longer."

· Reduction of holiness to sinlessness or God's transcendence 

· Neglect of holiness for fear of legalism.

· Neglect of Leviticus.

· Only reading in lectionary: Lev 19:1-2,15-18 for Year A, Pentecost 23.

· Hunger for holiness as a life-giving state of being. 

· Asset for outreach and ministry to young people.

· Preparation of commentary on Leviticus.

· Apparent confusion of ritual with morality.

2. Structure of Leviticus 19:1-18.
A.  Introduction (19:1-2a)

     1. God’s address to Moses (1)

     2. God’s commission to Moses (2a)

B. Speech by Moses to the congregation of Israel (19:2b-18)

          1. Introductory call to share in God’s holiness (2b)

                2. Basic requirements for sharing in God’s holiness (3-4)

  a. Respect for parents and observance of the sabbaths (3)

         b. Prohibition of idolatry (4)

    3. Two cases of offerings (5-10)

         a. Use of the holy meat from the peace offerings (5-8)

         b. God's provision of food for the disadvantaged (9-10)

   4.  God's holiness and communal solidarity (11-18)

         a. Deceptive misappropriation of property  (11-12)

   b. Oppression and abuse of the disadvantaged (13-14)

         c. Maintenance of justice in local courts (15-16)

         d. Positive rather than negative retaliation (17-18)

3. THE CONGREGATION'S PARTICIPATION IN GOD'S HOLINESS

    a. Call for Congregational Participation in God's Holiness (19:1-2)

        (1) Foundation for the call to holiness: "I, YHWH your God, am holy."

              God bases the call to holiness on a statement that combines three 

              important utterances about himself.

              (a) Divine self-introduction: "I am JHWH" (19:12,14,16,18).

· In it God introduces himself by name to his people.

· This recalls God’s gift of holy name to Israel at Sinai in Exod 20:2.

· He gives them access to himself and his holiness through it.

  (b) Divine self-commitment: "I, JHWH, am your God" (18:3,4,10)

· This recalls God's promise to Abraham in Gen 17:7-8: "I will establish my covenant … to be your God."

· God uses it to commit himself to Israel at Mt Sinai in Exod 20:2.

· God fulfils it by giving them access to his presence at the tabernacle in Exod 29:45: "I will dwell among the Israelites and be their God."
· He delivered them from Egypt so that he could sanctify them and be their God (Lev 22:32-33).

(c) Divine self-revelation: "I, JHWH, am holy" (11:44,45; 20:26)

· God declares that he is the only source of holiness.

· He makes Israel holy by giving it access to his presence in the divine service (Exod 29:43).

· He uses the formula for divine sanctification: "I am the Lord, who makes you/him/them holy" (Israelites: 20:7; 21:8; 22:32, or priests: 21:15; 22:9), or holy things (21:23; 22:16).

· He uses the most holy things to share his holiness with them (Exod 29:37; 30:28; Lev 6:18,27).

· The congregation participates in God's holiness through eating the holy meat from the peace offerings, just as the priests share in it by eating the most holy bread and meat.

        (2) God's Call for Participation in his Holiness: "You will be/are/shall be 

              holy (11:44,45; 19:2; 20:7,26; cf. 1 Pet 1:15)." 

· Promise: God's gift of holiness by his presence with them (Exod 29:43).

· Fact: holy status of Israelites due to God's sanctification of them at Sinai (Exod 19:6; 24:3-8).

· Demand: ongoing reception and preservation of holiness by avoidance of desecration.

This speech addresses the people of Israel as a liturgical community. It begins with the assertion that Israel’s holiness derives from God's holiness. God’s call to holiness can be translated in three ways: as a promise: “you will be holy;" as a statement of fact: “you are holy” (11:45); and as a demand: “you shall be holy” (11:44). Since God makes his people holy, all his demands in this chapter are based on their participation in his holiness. They presuppose that since God has made them holy, he alone can keep them holy. Since he shares his holiness with them as a liturgical community, they are to keep on receiving it from him and do nothing to block its spread throughout their community. His holiness creates Israel as a supernatural community, protects it from evil powers, builds it up, and promotes its communal life. It is something that each Israelite enjoys only as member of the congregation, something that no one ever possesses but all have in common.

Only God was intrinsically holy. He was the generator and source of all holiness. He communicated his holiness to his people by his presence with them at the tabernacle (Exod 29:43). By giving the Israelites his holy name, he gave them access to his holiness in the divine service. They never possessed his holiness; they received it from him, just as we receive light from the sun. He gave them this list of prohibitive and performative commandments so that they could keep on receiving his holiness and let it pervade their whole life as a congregation. Hence most of the laws in this chapter are prohibitions. They identify the activities that either desecrate God’s holiness or defile them as God’s holy people. Together with the positive commandments, they map out an ethics of holiness. Since the Israelites were holy just as God was holy, they were to act in a godly way and avoid whatever was ungodly. He did not call them to imitate his holiness so that they would become more and more holy like him. Rather he called them to obey him because they were holy. That is the presupposition for all that follows this speech.
b. The Maintenance of Holiness (19:3-4)

Since the Lord was the source of holiness for the whole congregation of Israel, this chapter begins with four commandments that protect the flow of holiness from the Lord and out through his congregation. They restate the content of the fourth, third and first commandments.

Positively, the Israelites kept on receiving holiness from the Lord as long as they respected their parents and observed the Sabbath, for they shared in God’s holiness by belonging to an Israelite family and by resting from their work. The Israelites were also forbidden to turn to other gods and make idols of the Lord, because any involvement in apostasy and idolatry desecrated their holiness.

c. Two Kinds of Offerings (19:5-10) 
This unit comes first in the main body of the speech because the meat from the peace offering was the only holy food that the lay people were allowed to eat. They ate this meat as part of a sacred meal together with their family and their guests. The holy meat from the peace offering conveyed the Lord’s holiness and blessing to those who ate it. The sanctity of this meat accounts for the severe warning about the consequences of its desecration. Those who disobeyed God’s word by treating it as common meat forfeited the Lord’s gracious acceptance of them. They cut themselves off from the flow of blessing from God through their families and out into the whole community. This act of sacrilege was a kind of spiritual suicide, an act of self-destruction.

The second sub-unit in 19:9-10 deals with the provision of gleanings of grain and grapes for those who owned no land and had no harvest of their own, the poor and the aliens. These gleanings were God’s provision for the poor, a kind of sacred tithe that was not given, as one would expect, to the priests, but to the poor and the aliens. God thereby treated them as if they were his priests who depended on him for their livelihood.

d. God’s Protection of his Holy People from Abuse (19:11-18)

These four units consist mainly of prohibitions. By means of these prohibitions God covered the members of his holy community with the canopy of his holiness and protected them from abuse by their associates. They deal with those kinds of abuse and injustice that could not be treated in a normal court of law, but could only be judged by God himself. By prohibiting them, God made these acts of injustice sins against himself and his holiness. He therefore upheld the integrity of the community and the sanctity of all its members with his holy word. With his holiness he protected those who are socially vulnerable and economically disadvantaged. The list of prohibitions culminate in four performative commandments: to fear God in 19:14, to judge justly in 19:15, to rebuke an offender in 19:18, and to love the neighbour 19:18. These commandments tell how the Israelites were to treat each other as God’s holy people.

(1) The prohibitions in 19:11-12 protected the property of each Israelite. They recall the seventh commandment and deal with the secret acts of theft and their subsequent denial. While the first prohibition forbids the secret theft and furtive misappropriation of property, the next three forbid the subsequent covering up of the theft by denial, deception, and perjury. The second prohibition forbids the denial of the theft by telling lies, while the third prohibition forbids the affirmation of lie as the truth by the thief, for often, when challenged, the thief would not only deny the theft but claim ownership to what he had stolen. The fourth prohibition prohibits the use of God’s name in an oath on a witness stand or in personal self-defence in an attempt to cover up the theft. By doing so, the thief broke the second commandment and so desecrated the holy name of God. Thus an act of theft could result in the terrible sin of sacrilege and God’s withdrawal of his gracious presence from his people.

(2) The second set of commandments in 19:13-14 protected each member of the congregation from exploitation by their powerful associates. Three common forms of exploitation are singled out for consideration. First, the Lord warns his people against legal exploitation by withholding property or payment from another person as well as the illegal use of position and influence to gain property by robbery from a vulnerable person. While these two prohibitions may refer to two separate cases, they are also be joined together to show that the retention of another’s property was, in fact, robbery. Then the Lord warns against any delay in paying day labourers. Day labourers could be either Israelites or foreigners (see Deut 24:14-15). They were amongst the poorest members of Israelite society. Since they had no property and lacked permanent employment, they needed their daily wages to support themselves and their families. God protected their livelihood by requiring their employers to pay them at the end of each day. Lastly, the Lord warns against the secret abuse of disadvantaged people. God’s people were forbidden to insult a deaf person, or put an obstacle before a blind person. Both these acts took secret advantage of people’s handicaps to harm them publicly, either out of spite, or for personal gain. It was safe to do so because they did not know what was said or done. They were therefore unable to defend themselves by retaliation. By analogy with this, the Israelites were forbidden to insult others in secret behind their backs, or to bring about their downfall by setting hidden obstacles before them. Such malicious behaviour was common in any close community riddled with rivalry and jealousies. In it powerful people often worked secretly to shame others who were weak or who did not support them. They had no reason to fear retaliation from those who were “deaf” and “blind” to them and their scheming. But they had good reason to fear God, for he protected the weak from exploitation with his holiness and avenged them if they were exploited (Exod 22:22-24; Deut 24:15).

(3) In 19:15-16 the Lord prohibits the perpetration of injustice in the congregation of Israel. This unit presupposes that all Israelites were involved in the local administration of God’s justice. This operated on two levels. On the one hand, all adult males served as judges in the courts convened to hear legal cases in the gates of their villages. In 19:15 the Lord warns them against acting unjustly either by favouring the poor, just because they were weak, or by deferring to the “big men” in the community, just because they were powerful (cf. Exod 23:2-3). Like God, they were to show partiality to neither (cf. Deut 1:17; 10:17). Instead, they were to “judge according to what is right” before God. On the other hand, all Israelites served as witnesses to each other both in their communal life and in the local courts of law. In 19:16 the Lord therefore warns them against peddling slander about each other. A slander-monger secretly attacked the reputation of others and so destroyed their life in that community. Slander bred injustice, because it passed an unjust sentence on another without the observance of due process. Slander then is treated as a form of murder. The Lord’s warning against slander-mongering is coupled with a warning against indifference to slanderous attacks on a person’s reputation among his peers as well as against the tolerance of the destruction of a slandered person’s life by a wrong conviction in a court of law (cf. Exod 23:7). The two were closely related. Both those who slandered and those who tolerated slander were equally culpable for the loss of that person’s life. They had his blood on their hands, literally and metaphorically.

(4) The three sub-units in 19:11-16 culminate in 19:17-18 with the Lord’s remedy for injury and abuse, whether it be from theft of property or exploitation or injustice. The material in 19:17-18 presupposes a tribal society made up of close blood clans, a society governed by payback. In such a society each offence had to be avenged to preserve its social and moral ecology. Payback operated positively as benefaction within the blood clan; it also operated negatively as revenge and hatred against those who stood outside it. The Lord undermined the cycle of revenge by forbidding hatred and commanding love for all members of the Israelite congregation.

God forbad anyone who had been injured by another Israelite to hate him secretly in his heart. Instead he required the injured party to confront the offender openly and directly with his offence. He was to rebuke his fellow Israelite to give him a chance to admit his wrongful deed and put it right. If, however, anybody failed to reprimand the wrongdoer but hated him instead and plotted his downfall, that person became a party to the evil deed. Secret hatred of the wrongdoer turned the victim into a wrongdoer. It devoured the one who hated as well as the one who was hated. The offended person was therefore required to rebuke the wrongdoer, or else he himself would be guilty of hatred and suffer the penalty of hatred. God does not say exactly what the penalty for hatred was. It is however clear that both desecrated God's holiness and so came under God's judgment. They would therefore be cut off from their kinsfolk and the life of the community.

The prohibition of vengeance in 19:18 follows directly from the prohibition of hatred in 19:17, for the desire for revenge and the nursing of grudges were the products of hatred. Even if the reproof of the evildoer did not produce a positive response, the Lord did not permit his people to take revenge or even to bear a grudge against the evildoer. God alone “paid back” evildoers (Ps 94:1; Nah 1:2) and “bore a grudge” against them (Jer 3:5,12; Nah 1:2; Ps 103:9). These two prohibitions contradicted the most basic tenet of a tribal society, the principle of personal retaliation. Those who had been injured could neither pay back the offender by an extra-judicial act of retribution, nor could they even indulge in secret mental scenarios of hatred and revenge. All thoughts of revenge and acts of vengeance were equally forbidden. Instead, they were required to practice positive retaliation by showing love to those who had wronged them. They had to love them just as they loved themselves.

The love that the Lord commands is not basically an emotional attitude, a matter of sentiment, but an act of benevolence, a matter of the will, for feelings cannot be commanded. The Lord commands his people to act in a loving way towards their neighbours and care for them as they cared for themselves. This commandment does not, then, promote self-love, as if people had to love themselves before they could love others. Instead it assumes that all people normally seek their own advantage, and that without limitation or discrimination. The “neighbour” who was to be loved in this way was most obviously an Israelite wrongdoer. But, as is shown in 19:34, it also extended to the aliens resident with them in the land. Benevolent love was therefore to replace malevolent hatred as the response to slights and injuries, injustice and offences.

All the prohibitions in this section culminate in the commandment to love the neighbour as oneself. This is the basic social duty of the Israelites as God’s holy people, for God's holiness seeks to create an ecology of love and promote it in his liturgical community. The kind of loving benevolence that applied to close blood relatives in a tribal society was therefore extended to the whole congregation of Israel. All its members were to be regarded as close spiritual kinsfolk, holy brothers and sisters in the Lord’s holy family, people who share in God's holiness and its blessings.

4. FULFILMENT BY CHRIST

Like the members of the congregation of Israel, all the members of the church are called to be holy (1 Cor 1:2; 1 Thess 4:7) and share in God’s holiness (Heb 12:10). They share far more fully in God's holiness than any Israelite because they are united with Christ. He is their holiness (1 Cor 1:30). He sacrificed himself for their sanctification (John 17:19; Eph 5:25-27). They are sanctified by him (1 Cor 1:2) and are holy in him (Phil 1:1; 4:21; Col 1:2). The church is a community of saints (1 Cor 14:33), people with angelic status and a priestly vocation (Acts 9:13, 32,41; 26:10; Rom 1:7; 8:27; 12:13 etc). Since they are holy and blameless before God the Father in Christ, they have access to every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realm (Eph 1:3-4). The goal of their sanctification in Christ is participation in eternal life, the divine life of the Holy Trinity (Rom 6:19-23). All this is corporate and communal reality, something all Christians have in common because they belong to Christ. 

Since we are holy in Christ the promise and admonition of Leviticus 19:2 applies to us. we are called to live and act as holy priestly people here on earth (1 Pet 1:15). Our lifestyle is governed by the ethic of holiness. Our liturgical participation in God’s holiness shapes the character of the church as a sacramental community and determines our dealings with each other in it. Apart from the laws that dealt with the temple services rather than the divine service in the church, these prohibitions and the commandments are even more relevant to us than the Israelites. Hence this chapter is used more often in the New Testament and the Early Church than any other part of Leviticus. 

The New Testament does not repeat God’s commandment to observe his sabbaths (Lev 19:3,30), because Christ has fulfilled it (Col 2:16-17). The sabbaths foreshadowed him and the sanctifying rest that he provides through his word (Matt 11:28-30). His most holy word sanctifies all things (John 17:17-19; 1 Tim 4:5). His disciples therefore enter his sanctifying rest by trusting in him and listening to his word (Heb 4:1-13). That is why Luther gives this explanation of the third commandment: “We should fear and love God that we do not despise preaching and his word but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.” Thus those who participate faithfully in the divine service receive what God ordained for them in the third commandment. By hearing his word they participate in his holiness.

God the Father also shares his holiness with the congregation through the body and blood of Jesus (1 Cor 11:20-28). Just as the Israelites were guests at God’s table when they ate the meat from the peace offerings (Lev 19:5-8), so we are the guests of the Lord (1 Cor 10:14-22). If we desecrate that holy food and drink, we, like the Israelites, come under God’s judgment (Lev 19:8; 1 Cor 11:27-32).

Our common participation in God’s holiness also governs our treatment of each other in the church, the priestly fraternity of Christ, our brother and chief priest (Heb 2:11-12; 3:1; 1 Pet 2:17). It determines our interaction with each other (Eph 4:22-5:6; Col 3:12-14). By our treatment of each other we either promote or undermine the holiness of the congregation to which we belong (1 Pet 1:14-2:10). While desecration leads to spiritual sickness and death (1 Cor 11:30), our common holiness as a community of saints results in our communal participation in the eternal life of the Holy Trinity (Rom 6:22). Thus acts of desecration and defilement must be shunned by all of us for the benefit of the whole priestly community (2 Cor 7:1).

Christ and his apostles used Leviticus 19 to catechize the saints on what kinds of behaviour either undermined or promoted their mutual participation in God’s holiness. Thus in the New Testament we have the following prohibitions which echo those given in this chapter.

· The prohibition of theft coupled with the admonition to work hard to provide for those who were needy from the offerings presented in the divine service (Lev 19:11a > Eph 4:28).

· The prohibition of deceptive and fraudulent dealing with fellow Christians coupled with the admonition to speak honestly with them (Lev 19:11b > Eph 4:25; Col 3:19; 4:25).

· The prohibition of oaths coupled with the admonition to speak the plain truth (Lev 19:12 > Matt 5: 33-37; James 5:12; cf. Matt 23:16-22).

· The prohibition of exploiting workers and other disadvantaged people coupled with the admonition to put up with personal injustice from fellow Christians (Lev 19:13, > I Cor 6:7-8; James 5:1-6). 

· The prohibition of cursing others coupled with the admonition to bless those who abuse us (Lev 19:14a  > Luke 6:28; 1 Cor 4:12; James 4:11-12; 1 Pet 3:9).

· The prohibition of partiality in the church coupled with admonition to judge mercifully (Lev 19:15 > James 2:12-13; 3:7-12).

· The prohibition of gossip and slander coupled with the admonition to use gracious and constructive speech (Lev 19:16 > 1 Cor 5:11; 6:10; 2 Cor 12:20; Eph 4:29; James 4:11-12; 1 Pet 2:1; 6:10; cf. Rom 1:29,30).

· The prohibition of hatred against our sisters and brothers in Christ coupled with the admonition to love each other (Lev 19:17a > 1 John 2:9-11; 3:15; 4:20).

· The prohibition of revenge coupled with the admonition to repay evil with good (Lev 19:18a > Rom 12:19-21).

The remarkable thing in each of these cases is that Christ and his apostles do not merely forbid the kinds of misbehaviour that damage the holiness of the community; they also encourage the good behaviour that promotes it and is in keeping with it.

Thus it comes as no surprise that the positive commandments in this chapter are repeated in the New Testament.

· The commandment for Christian children to respect their parents (Lev 19:3a > Eph 6:1-3; Col 3:20).

· The commandment to provide food and other necessities for the needy members of the church from the offerings presented to the Lord (Lev 19:9-10 > Rom 12:13; Eph 4:28; James 2:14-16; 1 John 3:14-17; cf. Acts 2:45; 4:34-35; Gal 2:10; Rom 15:26-27; 1 Cor 16:1-2; 2 Cor 8:4; 9:1,12; Gal 2:10).

· The commandment for pastors and all disciples to rebuke those who have sinned (Lev 19:17b > Luke 17:3; Eph 5:11-14; Gal 6:1-5; 1 Tim 5:20; 2 Tim 4:2; Tit 1:9,13; 2:15).

· The commandment to love our neighbour as ourselves (Lev 19:18b > Matt 19:19; 22:39; Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27; Rom 13:9; Gal 5:14; James 2:8).

Christ and his apostles emphasize the crucial importance of the last commandment to love the neighbour. It is second only in rank to the requirement to love God (Matt 22:39; Mark 12:31). It is the kingly law that informs the life of God’s royal family (James 2:8) and fulfils the whole law of God (Rom 13:8-10; Gal 5:13-14). Jesus taught that it was one of the two hinges on which the whole of the Old Testament hung, like a door on a door post (Matt 22:40). Yet by making that claim, he did not abolish the liturgical foundation for our participation in God’s holiness, nor did he redefine holiness in ethical terms. Rather he taught that since he had fulfilled the whole law by his self-sacrificial love so that he could share God’s holiness with his disciples (John 17:17-19), they, in turn, were to love their fellow saints as people who had all alike been loved by God (1 John 4:9-11).

The commandment to love the neighbour applies first and foremost to the congregation, the community of faith. The people of God are called to love their fellow saints (Eph 1:15; Col 1:4; Phil 5,7; cf. Heb 6:10), their sisters and brothers in Christ (1 Pet 2:17; 1 John 2:10; 3:10,14; 4:20-21), each other (John 13:34; 15:12,17; Rom 13:8; 1 Thess 4:9; 1 Pet 1:22; 1 John 3:11,23; 4:7,11-12; 2 John 5). Our common participation in Christ and his holiness is the foundation and stimulus for our mutual love. We have been sanctified in order give of ourselves bodily to each other in love (Rom 12:1-13).

Yet the range of our love does not end there with our holy brothers and sisters in the congregation. Just as in Leviticus the love for the neighbour was meant to extend to the needy aliens who were potential beneficiaries of God’s grace (Lev 19:33-34), so the love of Christ’s disciples is to reach beyond the boundaries of the church. Hence in the story of the Good Samaritan Jesus turns the question of the young lawyer around to challenge him to be a neighbour to those in need, no matter who they were (Luke 10:25-37). As saints we are called to copy Christ and reflect his merciful holiness by interceding for others and showing mercy to those who are potential beneficiaries of God’s grace and possible recipients of his holiness (Gal 6:10; I Thess 3:12; 1 Tim 2:1-6; Heb 13:16; Rev 5:8-10). Our love must extend even as far as our enemies (Matt 5:43-48; Luke 6:27-36). Since we belong to the holy priesthood of Christ we can use our access to the Triune God to intercede for those who abuse us (Matt 5:44; Luke 6:28). Thus when God calls on the church to share in his life-giving holiness he also commissions it to serve as his holy compassionate priesthood on behalf of the whole human race.

CONCLUSION

If gossip and slander, hatred and the bearing of grudges against our fellow saints desecrate Christ's holiness, we have much to repent of in the LCA. If we are all saints, why do not we treat each other as saints? How can we ever regard our Christian antagonists and opponents as our enemies? Why are we more ready to honour and love people from other denominations than our own presidents, teachers, and fellow pastors? The call to share in God's holiness entails the call to love our fellow saints. And that is a matter of life or death for us, for "we know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our sisters and brothers" (1 John 3:14). We do well to heed the words of C.S.Lewis at the end of a sermon on The Weight of Glory. He says: “Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbour is the holiest object presented to your senses. If he is your Christian neighbour he is holy in almost the same way, for in him also Christ, the glorifier and the glorified, Glory itself, is truly hidden.” 
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