19 Pentecost 2011 
                                                                                   
Leviticus 19:1-2


MADE HOLY BY GOD

Sermon for the 19th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011 

Leviticus 19:1-2

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is the first two verses of our Old Testament reading from before, Leviticus 19:1-2: The LORD told Moses: 2“Speak to the whole congregation of the Israelites, and tell them: ‘You shall be holy! For I am the LORD, your God, and I am holy...’

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

Dear friends in Christ,

What does it mean to be holy? Perhaps we think of holiness in terms of “being good.” For example, we might look at a husband who loves his wife and family dearly, and so we call him holy. He’s a very holy man. Or what about her? She volunteers to help deliver meals on wheels, or spends a lot of time helping homeless people get in out of the cold. She’s a very holy woman. What about someone who seems to always be either reading the Bible or praying? Surely that person is holy. 

The point is that more often than not, we note a person’s good works as a sign of being a holy person. The Lutheran Confessions call this “civic righteousness.” These are the good works that a person does and is recognised by his fellow citizens as such. Put simply, In other words, something good that is seen by others. 
But what we might consider holy - a good work - is rather subjective. You see, some good works are considered better than others, and so, some people are thought of as being holier than others, perhaps even “holier than thou,” so what or who may be good or holy one day may not be the next. 

We are subjective people. What we need is an objective God, and today, speaking in Leviticus, God shows us that He is very objective, and His definition of holiness does not change one iota. 
For us to be considered holy by God, we are to be like Him. He says, You shall be holy! For I am the LORD, your God, and I am holy. As God continues to speak through Moses, He restates His Law. He commands us to keep His Law. He demands that we obey His Law - perfectly! Then, and only then, are we holy in His sight. The true definition of holy is to be free from sin. Yet who among us is holy? The Lord has commanded us to be holy. Earlier in Leviticus He had said: “I am the Lord your God, and you must keep yourselves holy, because I am holy,” (Lev. 11:44). The Apostle Peter also writes: “But as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, because it is written, ‘Be holy, for I am holy’” (1 Peter 1:15-16). The Lord has called us to holiness. He has commanded us to be holy, to be set apart to live godly lives to His glory, just as He commanded those who died in the faith before us. 

So let’s be honest and ask ourselves, “Am I holy? Have I set myself apart from the sinful world, so that I would live the life God wants me to live? Have I lived a life free of sin? Have I faithfully kept the Ten Commandments?” These are the sorts of questions that Martin Luther puts forth in his “Christian Questions with Their Answers” in the Small Catechism, when one prepares to receive the Lord’s Supper. We answer these questions when we pray, “Almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor helpless sinner, confess to You all my sins, and repent of all the evil I have done. I have deeply displeased you and deserve your punishment in time and in eternity. But I am sorry for my sins, and I ask you, for the sake of the holy innocent sufferings and death of Your dear Son Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me. Amen.”

 
Every one of us here today has sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. We daily sin much and surely deserve nothing but punishment. This is not the way of holiness. By and of ourselves, we are not holy people. We do not fear, love, and trust in God above all things. We have other gods than the one true God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We misuse His name, taking it in vain. We despise preaching and God’s Word and do not gladly hear and learn it. We dishonour our parents. While I’m sure no one here has physically murdered someone, we are guilty of murder in the Lord’s eyes by hurting or harming our neighbour in his body, by not helping and supporting him in every physical need, and by our hatred of him. We are guilty of adultery, whether we have engaged in pre or extra-marital sexual intercourse or even lusted in our hearts. We do not help our neighbour improve and protect his possessions and income, and we even look to get some of what he has for ourselves. We tell lies about our neighbour, betray him, slander him, and hurt his reputation; we love to shoot from the lip and wound him, even if he is a fellow Christian, even if he is a member of this congregation! The devil does his best work in the Church, attacking her children, you and me, just as he did to the saints of yore, as he sought to keep them from receiving the holy things with grateful hearts. 

You see, the devil does not concern himself with atheists or anyone outside of the church. They are already his. He has them already, though we still pray that the Holy Spirit would bring them to saving faith in Jesus Christ. Anyone who does not worship the one true God - the Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - does in fact worship Satan. He is not worried about them. He focuses his efforts on the faithful, just as he worked on those who have died in the faith before us, all the way back to the Garden of Eden, when he seduced Eve into eating the forbidden fruit, thereby bringing sin into the world. He wants to get as many of the faithful away from God as possible, to get them - to get us - to despise the holy things of God and, therefore, God Himself. He lusts to bring us from being holy to being heathen. The devil desires that we lack and suffer hunger. St. Peter writes, our “adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8b). 

In the communion liturgy of the early Church, the priest, after speaking a prayer, would call the faithful to receive the body and blood of the Lord, saying, “Let us be attentive. The holy gifts for the holy people of God.” The congregation, kneeling, would respond, saying, “One is holy, one is Lord, Jesus Christ, to the glory of God the Father. Amen.” What was holy about the gifts was that the Lord made them holy. He set the bread and wine apart, attached His Word to these elements, and made them holy, giving us also His body to eat and His blood to drink. The Hebrew root of the word for “holy” (which our Lord uses in our text) can also mean “to set apart,” “to be sacred,” or “to be consecrated.” In the Lord’s Supper, all of these definitions apply. He has set apart this bread and wine and declared it sacred, consecrating it with His very words: “This is My body... This is My blood.” What is there in Christ’s body and blood? The holy gifts of the forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and salvation! When we by faith receive these gifts, we are being made holy, for it is God Himself who has made us holy. He has declared us holy on account of the blood His Son shed on the cross for us and now gives to us in His Supper. 

Again, God has made us holy at the font, where the holy name of Jesus and the sign of the holy cross have been upon our foreheads since the day of our Baptism, having become baptised in and into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Whether you became baptised at this font or at a font at another Trinitarian congregation, whether you became baptised as an adult or as an infant, you received the holy things of God because it is God who makes you holy, for He Himself is holy. In Holy Baptism God has given you the holy things: forgiveness of sins, rescue from death and the devil, and eternal salvation. He has done so through the application of holy water, water combined with the holy Word of God. He has clothed you with the robe of Christ’s righteousness. He has clothed you with His wedding clothes, so that you may come to the Feast. 

Our gracious God continues to give us His holy things in our daily living our Baptism, as “we receive absolution, that is forgiveness, from the pastor as from God Himself, not doubting, but firmly believing that by it our sins are forgiven before God in heaven.” Confession and absolution is the daily living of our Baptism, which “indicates that the Old Adam in us should by daily contrition and repentance be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires, and that a new man should daily emerge and arise to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.” We lived our Baptism, and received the holy things this morning as we confessed our sins and were forgiven of all our sins in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the same Name into which we became baptised. 
You shall be holy! For I am the LORD, your God, and I am holy. God makes us holy. He makes us holy, setting us aside to be His holy people, marking us at our Baptism. He makes us holy, forgiving our sins for His Son’s sake. We thank God that He sent His Son, our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, to be baptised by John in the Jordan River, for the Lord became baptised into His own death - for our sake. There is a wonderful quality about water: it makes us clean. In Holy Baptism, we are brought before God dirty by our sins, and we are washed clean by water and the Word of God; our sins are washed away, for God makes us clean. Before our Lord became baptised, He was clean, for He is holy and sinless. But when He came up out of the water, He was dirty, for He had taken all our sins and the sins of the whole world upon Himself. Why did He do this? Paul writes: “For our sake He made Him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God,” (2 Cor. 5:21). What a blessed exchange! Christ became our sin so that we would appear sinless before our heavenly Father. Christ was forsaken by His own Father so that we would be called children of the heavenly Father. Christ bled and died for us so that we would live. Christ cried from the cross on Good Friday, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” God said to Him at His baptism, “You are My beloved Son; with You I am well pleased” (Lk. 3:22). It pleased God the Father to give His one and only Son over to death because He wants us to live with Him in heaven into all eternity. Paul announces to us in Romans 6: “We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). That is why He made us. God did not create us first and foremost so that we would serve Him. He created us to love us, in spite of ourselves. He loves us and forgives us. Our service to Him, and to one another, is the fruit of the faith He has freely given us. These are the holy lives that we get to live, for the Holy Spirit enables us to love one another, just as God has first loved us in Christ! 

One day we shall see our Lord’s face, but until then we get to behold Him as He comes to us through hidden means: Word, water, bread, and wine. Whenever we celebrate Holy Communion, He comes to us in His body and blood, given and shed for the forgiveness of sins. We get to taste and see that the Lord is good. We who have confessed the faith confessed at this altar and who, by the Holy Spirit, lead godly lives receive the holy things given in this holy meal, namely, the forgiveness of sins. And, as Luther teaches us, where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also eternal life and salvation. These are the holy things. We are the holy ones, made holy by the blood of the Lamb, who is holy, without blemish or defect. “Worthy is Christ, the Lamb who was slain, whose blood set us free to be people of God.” God grant this in Jesus’ name and for His sake. Amen. 

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

PRAYER FOR THE NINETEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord God, You are eternally faithful and true to Your Word.  You have kept every one of Your great and precious promises.  Today we again come before Your throne of grace in gratitude for all Your goodness, in particular, for the gift of Jesus Christ Your Son, and for all the rich blessings we have received in Him.  We thank You that He has accomplished our rebirth and salvation when it was humanly-speaking impossible. We thank You that in His life and being we see Your glory, that in the truth, goodness, and love He showed we see Your mercy and love, that in His obedience even to death on a cross we have forgiveness of sins, that in His resurrection from the grave we have the assurance of our own resurrection to life everlasting, and that in His ascension to heaven we have in Him One who brings before You all our needs.


Renew us day by day by Your Holy Spirit, that we may firmly believe in Jesus, love and serve Him, and show His saving power to others in all we think, do, or say.  Free us from all love of earthly values, and strengthen our hope in Your promises.  Make us more trusting in your mighty power and grace.  Deepen our sympathy and love for all people, and remove every trace of selfishness.  Keep us firm in Your truth to the end of our days.  Enable us all to build one another up in common mind and purpose.


Heavenly Father, guard Your Church from false and disloyal preachers.  Keep it obedient and faithful to all the teachings of Your Word.  Enable us to acknowledge the work of Your Spirit through the Gospel wherever it is. Refresh us by Your Spirit, that we may remain in living fellowship with Jesus Christ, proclaim Your truth with living power, and minister to the needs of people around us with living compassion.


Give peace and harmony to the nations of the earth.  Enable people everywhere to live without fear or want, and free them from all oppression, injustice and cruelty.  Influence all in our land to live in uprightness, and overthrow all evil.  Help those who set their minds on earthly pleasure and material prosperity to see that there is no lasting value in them.  Protect us from spiritual decay, and strengthen those who warn us of moral danger.  Save us from every danger within and without, and help us to live under Your continued favour and blessing.


Live in our homes, O Lord, and be the head of our families.  Prove Yourself a helper in every time of need.  Bless the weary, the sick, the troubled, and the sorrowful, that they may look to You as the unfailing source of all healing and hope.


All these things, and whatever else we should ask for, we bring before You in the name of Your only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.
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