
D. BENSON 
February 23rd, 2014 

D. Benson:  Feb 23 2014 
Leviticus 19:1,2, 9-18; 1 Corinthians 3:16-23 

1 

Called	  to	  be	  holy:	  	  Leviticus	  19;	  1	  Corinthians	  3	  
 
Holy Cow!  Holy Moly! Holy Roller. Holier-than-thou.  Holy Smokes!  Holy Mackerel!  
Holy &*%$. The word “holy” plays a fairly prominent role in our daily vocabulary.  We 
use “holy” for expressing excitement, anger, insults, fear, astonishment, awe, and of 
course, for cursing.  Used in these contexts, ‘holy’ doesn’t really mean much.  It’s an 
adjective whose only meaning is to emphasize contextual emotion, rather than actually 
describe something.  And the contexts in which the word is used are extremely varied:  as 
a curse word when someone cuts you off on the highway, as an expression of excitement 
when you witness sometime amazing, or as an insult. 
 
Within religious contexts, the word holy means something very different than the way we 
use it in our daily lives.  In almost every religion, the god or gods are often described as 
holy.  We have all come across this word in its biblical context – God is holy, the ground 
you are standing on is holy ground, be holy because I am holy.  Holy in this sense means 
“separate, set apart, sacred, belonging to the realm of the sacred, pure, consecrated.  
When we call God holy, we are recognizing that God is completely other and separate 
from us and from our world.  God is pure and clean and cannot come into contact with 
anything impure.  It is the holiness of God that commands our fear, respect, and humility.  
Things that are not set apart for sacred use, are a part of the fallen world and are sinful 
cannot come into contact with the holy.  This is why Moses, Isaiah and all of the ancient 
Israelites covered themselves when confronted with the holiness of God.  There is much 
more to be said about the holiness of God, but our scriptures today speak more about the 
command of God to his people to be holy themselves.  So, let’s turn our attention to that. 
 
The book of Leviticus contains the vast majority of the laws that were designed to ensure 
that the Israelites could live peacefully together as God’s people, set apart from the other 
nations to serve God alone.  When most of us think about God’s laws, we think about the 
10 commandments.  Those are the important ones, right?  Did you know that, depending 
on how you count them, there are actually around 613 laws or commandments in the 
Torah (the 1st 5 books of the Bible).  Most of them are found in Leviticus 11-26, and 
these laws regulated virtually every aspect of life including sexual relations, how to be a 
good neighbor, what kinds of clothes to wear and what they should be made of, what 
foods to eat and how to prepare them, and what to do if your neighbour’s cow went 
through the fence into your own field.  But all of these laws are preceded by the 
command to… ‘be holy’.  The ancient Israelites knew that the evidence of their holiness 
was in the nature of their obedience to God an in the way they treated one another. 
 
In the New Testament, Jesus commands his followers to love one another, and Paul 
commends Christians to demonstrate their holiness in the way they love one another.  
Throughout the bible, holiness and loving one another are inextricably linked.  In fact, 
holiness is born out in love.  Loving one another is the evidence of holiness.   
 
Even given the fact that most of us know that we are called to be holy – set apart for 
God’s purposes, pure, and sacred, and given the fact that most of us know that the 
greatest commandments are rooted in love, seldom do we make the connection between 
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holiness and love.  Presbyterians excel at showing their love for one another through 
service, but holiness is a bit of a mystery for many of us.  I doubt many of us would be 
very comfortable in calling ourselves holy.  We don’t have too much of a problem with 
trying to love one another.  We are faithful in serving one another.  But being holy?  Isn’t 
holiness reserved for God?   
 
In the ancient world, every temple or shrine that existed, with the exception of the 
Temple in Jerusalem, contained a statue or image of its respective god.  In the ancient 
world, people needed images and tangible things to express holiness.  The gods were holy 
because they were pure and set apart and, well, gods.  The images and statues of the gods 
gave the people a focal point for both their worship and their understanding of what it 
meant to be holy. 
 
But the Jerusalem temple had no images and no statues.  And we all know why.  God 
forbade the making of any idols or representations of himself.   There are several reasons 
for this commandment, all of which have to do with the fact that God was a different kind 
of god than what the ancient peoples had ever known.  This God would not limit his 
presence to a particular place indicated by a statue.  This God would not be confined to 
the limitations of the human imagination.  This God’s holiness could never be contained 
in one place.  And this God would not be worshiped in the same way the other gods had 
been.   
 
This brings us to the passage we read from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians.  Paul tells 
the church at Corinth that they are the temple of God.  God’s temple is a people [which is 
different than a person].  God’s temple is the collection of disciples we call the church?  
This is big friends! 
 
God’s temple is the place where God lives.  It’s the place where his holiness is manifest 
in love.  It’s the place of the actual, real, living, tangible presence of God. 
 
So when Paul tells the church to be holy, he is telling them that the image of God that 
could never dwell in a physical temple in Jerusalem now dwells in them.   
 
Before I go any further, I need to point out something crucial about being God’s temple – 
the place where his Holy Spirit dwells.  Paul’s says, “you are God’s temple”, but he is not 
addressing individuals.  The “you” here is plural.  Paul is telling the church that 
collectively they are God’s temple, the dwelling place of his Spirit.  We each of us are not 
the temple of the Holy Spirit.  Individually, we aren’t little God-temples that walk around 
bearing the image of God.  When it comes to bearing the holy image of God, this is 
something we do in communion and community.  Only together are we God’s temple.  
Only together are we Christ’s body.   
 
This has tremendous implications for the church.  The church, as the body of Christ in 
communion with him and with one another, bears the image of God to the world.  The 
“holy” image of God to the world.  The presence of God that is sacred, set apart for 
divine purposes, separate from the world.  Unfortunately, the church in the West is, for 
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the most part, much better at our empty “holy” expressions than we are at actually being 
holy.  When people look at the church they often see exactly what they see in the rest of 
the world:  a social service club that is prone to bickering, mis-focused ambition, 
infighting, and a lack of passion for anything larger than our own imaginations.  What 
they are supposed to see is the holy image of God.  They are supposed to see God’s 
temple, be welcomed into God’s temple (a community of God’s people, not a building) to 
experience God’s holiness made known to us through his love.   
 
So, how does the church overcome its worldliness and recapture a sense of its identity 
and awesome calling as Christ’s body on earth, bearing witness to God’s kingdom here as 
it is in heaven? 
 
This brings us back to my earlier comments about the connection between holiness and 
love.  The passage from Leviticus starts out with “be holy because I the Lord your God 
am holy” and then proceeds to list a number of practical ways holiness is demonstrated.  
Sharing in God’s holiness is evidenced when people respect one another (revere your 
father and mother – and the rest of your friends too), when people keep the Sabbath 
(remember what it means to worship God alone), when people honour the poor or the 
disabled, when people practice justice and fairness.  Bottom line: when people love their 
neighbor as they love themselves.  Holiness is demonstrated in love. 
 
Since we are called by God to be his church, his temple, the residence of his own 
holiness, this community of people is the shape of the temple we are called to be.  
Together, we are the image of God.  The holy image of God.  And our holiness will be 
evident in how we treat one another in love, how we honour one another with Christ’s 
self-sacrificing love, how we put the needs of the poor, the stranger, the deaf, blind, rich, 
etc. above our own.    
 
Along with all the other communities of faith and other local expressions of the body of 
Christ, we here, the people of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church are the temple of God’s 
Spirit.  We are the holiness of God.  Together we (here and now) bear the image of God 
to the world – the character of God to the world.  His character of holiness (set apart for 
his purposes) and his character of love.  Paul reminds God’s people that in Christ they 
have been called, fed, and sent for the sake of the world (2 Cor 15:16-21).   
 
Friends, we have been shaped and built into the temple of God, and have been sent by 
God out into the world, in the power of his Spirit, to show the world that God is among 
us, living, alive, working to bring all things back to himself, to make all things new.  And 
this is a holy calling.  Amen. 
 
 


