
The Holiness Code
Leviticus 18-20

Some of you may have been a little concerned about exactly 
what I would preach on tonight.  After all, if you have read ahead 
our text for this  afternoon, and I hope you have, the subject 
matter becomes very personal.  And though the language used is 
quite gentle and polite, still the subjects are not typically the sorts 
of things that preachers expound from the Bible.  Especially in the 
company of children, for in many ways, the subject matter is for 
mature audiences only. 

I hope I can set you at ease at the outset.  I am not planning to 
expound, explain and apply all the detailed descriptions of 
immorality specified in these chapters.  And really, for two 
reasons. Not only because of the propriety of speaking about 
such delicate subjects in a public assembly, but also because 
those descriptions themselves are not the main point, for we are 
no longer under the ceremonial regulations, as such, of the Old 
Covenant.  Rather, it is the principle of holiness that I wish to 
address.

And so, as has been obvious the past several weeks, the 
command to holiness, though stripped of the Old Covenantal 
ceremonial expressions, is still the command of God for his 
people today.  So we can study this so-called holiness code, 
without delving into the ceremonial details, and clearly come to 
recognize how it applies to us today, when in the New Covenant, 
we are exhorted in no uncertain terms, 

1 Peter 1:14  “...as obedient children, not conforming 
yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; 15 but as He 
who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 
because it is written, “Be holy, for I am holy.”

A brief reminder of what holiness is.  The root word in the 
Hebrew means to be set apart, sanctified.  For God’s people to be 
holy, they were to be set apart from the world around them.  
Simply put, they were to be different.

And this is the difference, obedience!  Holiness and obedience 
to the law are one and the same concept.  And so this evening, in 
studying this code of holiness, this codified list of laws that define 
what holiness is, I want to begin with the relationship between,

I. HOLINESS AND SALVATION.
It is the perennial question of the relationship between grace 

and works, between the law and the gospel.  And there is no 
conflict.  One does not cancel out the first, but one does come 
before the other.

Salvation comes first.  Salvation, in the sense of justification, 
has no reference to holiness.  What we do in terms of obedience 
to the law has no part in the ground of our justification.  We are 
justified by grace through faith.  And faith alone.

But that faith is not alone.  That is to say, faith produces 
something in our lives.  Namely good works.  Obedience.  
Personal righteousness.  Holiness.  Use any of those words 
interchangeably at this point. 

A. Holiness is the result of our redemption.
We are redeemed first.  Then, and only then, as those who are 

redeemed by the blood of the lamb, we are called to be holy.

Look at what it says here in,
18:1-2

That’s grace.  That’s the gift of salvation.  That’s the covenant 
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of grace.  God says “I will be your God and you will be my 
children.”

Remember the preface to the Ten Commandments, the 
context for the giving of the law,

Ex. 20:1  And God spoke all these words, saying: 2 “I am the 
LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 
the house of bondage.”

Only then, only after announcing that work of salvation, only 
after declaring the redemption of his people, was the law given!

You see, the law was never given as the ground of 
redemption.  Never.  Not in the Old Covenant.  Certainly not in the 
New Covenant.

So the holiness of God’s people in Leviticus is a holiness that 
came as a result of God’s work of grace.  And the exhortations 
unto holiness came to God’s people as his people.  Just as they 
do today.

18:3-4

“I am the Lord your God.  Now, this is how you shall live.”  
That is always the sequence.

The same is said with a reverse word order in,
18:5

You shall observe the law, BECAUSE I am the Lord your God.
Look as well at,
19:36-37

The key word is the first word in verse 37.  “Therefore.”
Dear friends, that exhortation is as valid today as it was when 

Moses wrote Leviticus.  “I am the LORD your God, who brought 
you out of the land of Egypt, [who saved you!]  Therefore you 
shall observe all My statutes and all My judgments, and perform 
them: I am the LORD.”

The same sequence is expressed in,
20:7-8

To paraphrase very loosely, the idea of those verses is this, 
“Set yourselves apart as holy from the rest of the world in which 
you live, because I have set you apart to be my people.”

So it is that,

B.  Holiness means separating from the wickedness of 
unbelievers.

18:3
18:24-30
20:22-23

This principle is clearly stated in the New Covenant as well, 
perhaps never more plainly than in,

2 Cor. 6:14 Do not be unequally yoked together with 
unbelievers. For what fellowship has righteousness with 
lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? 15 
And what accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a 
believer with an unbeliever? 16 And what agreement has the 
temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living 
God. As God has said: “I will dwell in them And walk among them. 
I will be their God, And they shall be My people.” 17 Therefore 
“Come out from among them And be separate, says the Lord. Do 
not touch what is unclean, And I will receive you.” 18 “I will be a 
Father to you, And you shall be My sons and daughters, Says the 
LORD Almighty.”
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Come out and be different!  Oh, how the church of Jesus 
Christ needs that exhortation today.  Show yourselves to be 
different from the world!  Separate yourselves from the 
abominations of this world in which we live.  For, indeed, there is 
no communion between light and darkness!

And do so with this great promise, that,

C.  Holiness brings about God’s richest blessings.
20:24-26

You see, the commands of God are not burdensome!  The 
laws of God has attached to them the blessings of obedience.  

Ps.1  “Blessed is the man Who walks not in the counsel of the 
ungodly, Nor stands in the path of sinners, Nor sits in the seat of 
the scornful; 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, And in 
His law he meditates day and night. 3 He shall be like a tree 
Planted by the rivers of water, That brings forth its fruit in its 
season, Whose leaf also shall not wither; And whatever he does 
shall prosper.”

With that realization, let’s look at some of the particulars.  And 
there is one area of holiness that certainly dominates chapter 18.  
It is an area of holiness that is blatantly disregarded today, even 
by Christians, such that all to often Christians are not separate at 
all from the world, but just like the world.

The issue is purity.  Especially physical purity.  And the most 
obvious and compelling demonstration of that purity, sexual purity.  
Much needs to be said about,

II. HOLINESS AND PURITY.
The Children’s Catechism has a very good answer to the 

question of what does the seventh commandment teach, a 

particularly good answer for the youngest of children.  “To be pure 
in heart, language and conduct.”

The prohibition against adultery ultimately means to be pure.  
And where do children learn how to be pure?  From their parents, 
of course.  Before they ever know the fundamental lessons of 
biology and human reproduction, they learn what purity is all 
about.  They ought to be corrected for impure conduct and 
language, in order to teach their heart what purity really is.

I am old enough to know the threat of having my mouth 
washed out with soap for impure words.  I was raised well enough 
to know the difference between purity in actions with regard to 
other people.  And I understand what forms of clothing exhibit 
purity and which flaunt impurity.

But people today do not!  

And what does God say?  The Bible uses a gentle euphemism 
for something we all know about, but the gentle euphemism itself 
is clear expression of this principle of purity.  It is repeated 
frequently in verses 6 through 23 of chapter 18.  The phrase is, 
“you shall not uncover her nakedness.”

So what exactly is purity?  In the most simple terms, it means 
that you don’t uncover someone’s nakedness.  Instead,

A.  Purity requires modesty.
Now, there is a reason why the teenage pregnancy rate is so 

high in our country and around the world.  There is a reason why 
the rate of out-of-wedlock births is around 50%, in some places, 
higher than that.  There is a reason why physically intimacy has 
become a game to experiment with among young people.  
Because the lessons of modesty have never been learned.
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Modesty means that you cover up your nakedness.  Modesty 
means that you cover yourself with clothing intended and 
designed to cover.  Not intending to reveal.  And if you don’t know 
what I’m talking about, look at the clothing that is designed and 
sold for kindergarten age girls.  Is it no wonder that by the time 
they are teenagers they have no sense of modesty left.  They 
have no shame.  We teach young children to be revealing and 
seductive, and we are paying a deadly cost.

Modesty is an attitude of the heart, before it ever has 
application to actual clothing.  Modesty means that you realize, in 
your heart, that with the presence of sin, ever since the fall, men 
and women are to be covered.  And in that covering, there is true 
beauty.

Now, in the intimate privacy of the marriage relationship, there 
the glorious freedom from those restrictions, but in every other 
relationship, and in every public presentation of our bodies, we 
are to reflect the purity of our hearts with the modesty of our 
clothing.

And this works both ways, for men and women.  Though for 
reasons especially obvious in our own culture, the principles are 
stated for women.  For example,

1 Tim.2:9  “In like manner also, that the women adorn 
themselves in modest apparel, with propriety and moderation, not 
with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly clothing, 10 but, which 
is proper for women professing godliness, with good works.”

Yes, it does matter what you wear.  The purpose of our 
clothing is to cover our shameful nakedness.  So parents, train 
your children to recognize the beauty of modesty, and train them 
to exhibit it.

Oh that we would again be able live in a society where we 
judge modesty to be beautiful!  For so we should. And as 
Christians, called to be holy, set apart from the world, we must!

We must begin with ourselves and our own children.  We must 
relearn the measure of beauty.  Especially as men, as males, we 
must identify and consider praiseworthy feminine beauty as the 
Bible defines it, not as MTV or CBS defines it.  This is feminine 
beauty, “Do not let your adornment be merely outward--arranging 
the hair, wearing gold, or putting on fine apparel--rather let it be 
the hidden person of the heart, with the incorruptible beauty of a 
gentle and quiet spirit, which is very precious in the sight of God.  
For in this manner, in former times, the holy women who trusted 
in God also adorned themselves, being submissive to their own 
husbands.”

Oh, “the incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which 
is very precious in the sight of God.”  May it be very precious in 
the sight of men as well!

And so we all need to learn this lesson.  A woman is beautiful, 
not because of what she is wearing.  But because she has a 
gentle and quite spirit.

To go a little deeper, and again I will speak with care and 
propriety,

B.  Purity requires that we identify abominations.
Simply put, some things are, in and of themselves, 

abominable.  Detestable.  Unthinkable.  And you can read through 
the verses of chapter 18 to identify some of them.  

Let me give you a couple New Testament references.
1 Cor. 6:9  “Do you not know that the unrighteous will not 
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inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. Neither 
fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor 
sodomites, 10 nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor 
revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God.”

Likewise, more thoroughly, 
Rom. 1:24  “Therefore God also gave them up to 

uncleanness, in the lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies 
among themselves, 25 who exchanged the truth of God for the 
lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. 26 For this reason God 
gave them up to vile passions. For even their women exchanged 
the natural use for what is against nature. 27 Likewise also the 
men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust for 
one another, men with men committing what is shameful, and 
receiving in themselves the penalty of their error which was due. 
28 And even as they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, 
God gave them over to a debased mind, to do those things which 
are not fitting; 29 being filled with all unrighteousness, sexual 
immorality, wickedness, covetousness, maliciousness; full of 
envy, murder, strife, deceit, evil-mindedness; they are whisperers, 
30 backbiters, haters of God, violent, proud, boasters, inventors 
of evil things, disobedient to parents, 31 undiscerning, 
untrustworthy, unloving, unforgiving, unmerciful; 32 who, knowing 
the righteous judgment of God, that those who practice such 
things are deserving of death, not only do the same but also 
approve of those who practice them.”

Sad to say, our society has lost the sense of such 
abominations.  And the pursuit of holiness requires us to 
recapture it.  Here are the words of Leviticus.

18:26-30

So also chapter 20:10-21.

20:10

Adultery is an abomination.  Likewise such things as incest.  
And homosexuality.  Beastiality.  And yet, please realize this, in a 
society where the common belief is that there are no absolutes, 
no concept of absolute truth, there is no basis to declare any of 
these things to be abominable!  No basis to say any of those 
things are wrong.  

Just consider the success of the LGBT community in a single 
generation, just within the years of my own adulthood.  Not just 
acceptance, but now something to be celebrated!  But this is my 
challenge, with regard to immorality.  Consider homosexuality.  If 
that practice is but one among several lifestyle choices, how can 
anything else be considered abominable?  How can we consider 
child pornography abominable when we allow it freely for adults?  
How can we consider incest or pedophilia abominable, without 
absolute standards to tell us so?  

This may make you rather uncomfortable, but my goal is to 
reinforce this overriding concern for holiness.

20:26

Let me move then to a description of the goal of holiness.  
What is it that we want to accomplish with the practice of 
holiness?  Why the stress upon this obligation which is laid upon 
us?

I would answer all those questions this way.  God’s honor.  
God’s honor is at stake.  And our holiness of life must be seen in 
that context, as the way in which we exalt him and promote his 
honor.

So let’s look at several specific examples of the relationship 
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between our...

III. ...HOLINESS AND GOD’S HONOR.
First,

A. God’s honor and the sabbath.
19:3

Similarly, 19:30

You see, sabbath keeping, for all its good benefits to us, is 
ultimately a way to magnify God’s honor, for it is a sign of his 
saving grace.  Sabbath keeping is an outward sign that God has 
redeemed us and called us to be his own children.

Look with me at,
Ex. 31:13  “Speak also to the children of Israel, saying: ‘Surely 

My Sabbaths you shall keep, for it is a sign between Me and you 
throughout your generations, that you may know that I am the 
LORD who sanctifies you.

Also, verse 17  “It is a sign between Me and the children of 
Israel forever; for in six days the LORD made the heavens and 
the earth, and on the seventh day He rested and was refreshed.”

Likewise,
Ezek. 20:10 “Therefore I made them go out of the land of 

Egypt and brought them into the wilderness. 11 “And I gave them 
My statutes and showed them My judgments, ‘which, if a man 
does, he shall live by them.’ 12 “Moreover I also gave them My 
Sabbaths, to be a sign between them and Me, that they might 
know that I am the LORD who sanctifies them.”

You see, the Sabbath is a way for us to declare that God has 
saved us!  So also the fifth commandment.  Consider, therefore,

B.  God’s honor and the authority of parents.
Again, we live in an age when the rebellion of children is 

rampant.  We even come to expect it, even it Christian families.  
And we ought to see it, rather, as an abomination, for God’s honor 
requires children to honor the authority of their parents.

19:3
And, 20:9

There the importance of this commandment is made obvious 
by the sanction imposed under the provisions of the Old 
Covenant.  Death.

Notice how so many of these holiness commands mention the 
Lord’s name so specifically.  And children, you need to realize 
this, most of all.  God’s honor requires you to honor your father 
and your mother!  And when you don’t, God is offended!  You 
have sinned against God.  

That reverence for the authority of parents is not restricted to 
young children living in their parents’ home, though.  It is much 
broader, touching the whole way in which we relate to those who 
are older.

Our society says those who are older in age can be ignored, 
marginalized, simply considered foolish and irrelevant.  But God 
says this,

19:32

Again, note that the honor of the name of Jehovah is at stake!
There is also here reference to,

C. God’s honor and the blessing of children.
And as I made mention last week of the unspeakable disdain 

we have for the lives of unborn children, look at,
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18:21

The idea is the sacrifice of children, literally to death by fire, in 
the worship of the false god Molech.  Yet that fire of death is 
inflicted up to a million unborn children a year in our own country, 
a sacrifice to the false god of autonomous human choice.  The 
right to worship at the feet of that god of choice is so strenuously 
defended that even the most unspeakable, despicable and 
abominable practices have been often granted legal protection, 
most especially partial birth abortion and infanticide resulting from 
botched abortions.

Look as well at the prescribed penalties,
20:1-5

The name of God, the Lord, Jehovah, is at stake.  As it is with 
regard to,

D. The purity of worship.
Notice, 19:4
“I am Jehovah.”  “I am Yahweh.  You shall not turn to the 

worship of false gods or idols.”

And, 19:31
Likewise, 20:6

The appropriate punishment is also specified,
20:27

God reveals himself to us.  “At various times and in various 
ways [he] spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, [and 
now] in these last days [he has] spoken to us by His Son, whom 
He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made 
the worlds.”

The word of God became flesh and dwelt among us, and his 
apostles and prophets committed that word of God unto writing.  
We have the Holy Scriptures, and we have this warning at the 
end of the Bible itself,

Rev. 22:18  “I testify to everyone who hears the words of the 
prophecy of this book: If anyone adds to these things, God will 
add to him the plagues that are written in this book; 19 and if 
anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, 
God shall take away his part from the Book of Life, from the holy 
city, and from the things which are written in this book.”

So we must not defile ourselves with mediums and spiritists, 
fortune tellers or Ouija boards.  God’s honor depends upon it!

We must believe that with Jesus “that which is perfect has 
come, then that which is in part [is] be done away.”  Paul writes in 
that chapter, 1 Cor. 13, that “whether there are prophecies, they 
will fail; whether there are tongues, they will cease; whether there 
is knowledge, it will vanish away. 9 For we know in part and we 
prophesy in part. 10 But when that which is perfect has come, 
then that which is in part will be done away.”

So there are no more special revelations of God, for to receive 
them still would be to dishonor the name of Christ.

And so I am back to,
20:26

I am back to the main principle of these whole chapters.
19:1  “The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 2 “Speak to all the 

congregation of the children of Israel, and say to them: ‘You shall 
be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.”
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I am back to the exhortation of,
Heb. 12:14  “Pursue peace with all people, and holiness, 

without which no one will see the Lord.”

I am back to the exhortation of,
2 Cor. 7:1  “Therefore, having these promises, beloved, let us 

cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, 
perfecting holiness in the fear of God.”

And I am back to the gospel of grace.

Titus 2:11  “For the grace of God that brings salvation has 
appeared to all men, 12 teaching us that, denying ungodliness 
and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in 
the present age, 13 looking for the blessed hope and glorious 
appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 14 who gave 
Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed 
and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good 
works.”

Dear ones, may the grace of God proclaimed to you in the 
gospel of Jesus Christ cause you to be zealous in the pursuit of 
holiness.  All for the glory and honor of God.
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