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Torah Portion Speaks
Every week, the Jewish world reads a portion of Scripture from 

the Torah (Gen.–Deut.) called the parashat hashavua (the portion 
of the week). Each portion has a name taken from the content of 
that portion. Exactly in the middle of the Torah in Leviticus 19 and 
20 is a portion called Kedoshim, which means “holy.” Peter was 
quoting from this portion.

It is important to note that this portion was spoken to the entire 
congregation of all the sons of Israel. “And the Lord spoke to Moses, 
saying, ‘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”’” 
(Lev. 19:1b–2). This makes the point that all the individuals who com-
prise the congregation were to be holy, not just the priests. In the 
ancient world, every culture had priests who were expected to act in 
a certain way, but God made it very clear that all the Children of Israel  
were expected to be holy. Later in the portion we read, “Conse-
crate yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I am the Lord your God”  
(Lev. 20:7), and toward the end of the Torah portion it says, “And  
you shall be holy to Me, for I the Lord am holy, and have separated you  
from the peoples, that you should be Mine” (Lev. 20:26). Peter, speak-
ing to the early Church, emphasized this too: “But you are a chosen 
generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, 
that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of dark-
ness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9).

What is Holiness?
As I began to think and research, I found that there are a lot of 

opinions on the subject—in both the Christian and Jewish worlds.

Jewish Thought
I heard a Voice of Israel radio program with three rabbis we know 

well—Rabbis Jeremy Gimpel, Ari Abramovitch and Tuly Weisz—as 
they discussed the meaning of holiness.

Rabbi Abramovitch said holiness was to be separate, distinct 
and elevated; that the natural should be elevated by the spiritual. 

Rabbi Gimpel talked about his mentor, Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel, who said that holiness is the sum total focused reality of 
God’s attributes. He went on to say that we should emulate God’s 
attributes in every area of life, which could vary according to the 
circumstances, which can call for mercy or justice. 

MY PARENTS AND GRANDPARENTS were brought up in an 
era when great revivals were sweeping across the United States. In 
large part, they sprang out of the Holiness Movement. Men and wom-
en with a deep hunger for God and His ways dedicated themselves to 
prayer and holy living. In the midst of their intensive prayer meetings, 
God’s presence was experienced in amazing ways. These revivals in 
the early part of the 1900s deeply impacted the Christian world. The 
inward spiritual changes resulted in outward expressions of holy liv-
ing. In my early years, this influence was still greatly felt. There was a 
great emphasis in our churches on the Scripture, prayer and holiness. 
Holiness was often spoken about in terms of what we should wear 
and other external behaviors. Unfortunately, it was possible to follow 
all the rules and look like a holy person without an inner holiness. 
Today, it seems that there isn’t much emphasis on holiness, yet the 
Bible often describes God as holy and tells us to be holy as well.

The apostle Peter wrote, “Therefore gird up the loins of your 
mind, be sober, and rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be 
brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; as obedient children, 
not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; 
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 Pet. 1:13–16).

The last phrase of this verse is a quote from the book of Leviticus: 
“You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2).

I would suggest that holiness is a matter that is important to God. 
The fact that it is emphasized both in the Torah (Gen.–Deut.) and the 
Writings of the Apostles (NT) is significant.
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Rabbi Weisz talked about Israel’s first prime minister and an 
encounter with Jewish young people in 1944 before the founding 
of the State of Israel. David Ben-Gurion—who was not religious—
nevertheless loved the Bible. He said: 

“Ours was a tiny nation inhabiting a small country and 
there have been many tiny nations and many small coun-
tries, but ours was a tiny nation possessed of a great spir-
it, an inspired people that believed in its pioneering mission 
to all men and the mission that [has] been preached in the 
prophets of Israel. This people gave the world great and 
eternal moral truths and commandments. This people rose 
to prophetic visions of the unity of the creator with His cre-
ation, of the dignity and the worth of the individual, of social 
justice, universal peace and love. ‘Thou shalt love thy neigh-
bor as thyself.’ This people was the first to prophecy about 
the end of days, the first to see the vision of a new human 
society” (Ben-Gurion 1944).

In the Kaufmann Kohler Jewish Theology, we find, “Holiness is the 
essence of all moral perfection.” 

Christian Thought
Oswald Chambers famously said, “Holiness, not happiness, is 

the chief end of man” (My Utmost for His Highest).

Richard Baxter, a Puritan, wrote that holiness is “nothing else but 
the habitual and predominant devotion and dedication of soul, and 
body, and life, and all that we have to God; and esteeming, and loving, 
and serving, and seeking Him, before all the pleasures and prosperity 
of the flesh” (A Christian Directory).

Dwight Moody argued that “It is a great deal better to live a holy 
life than to talk about it. We are told to let our light shine, and if it 
does we won’t need to tell anybody it does. The light will be its own 
witness. Lighthouses don’t ring bells and fire cannon to call atten-
tion to their shining—they just shine.” 

“I Am the Lord your God”
As I read and reread the portion, I was struck by the number of 

times we see the phrase “I am the Lord your God.” In fact, we find 
the personal name of God—YHVH—the tetragrammaton, 20 times 
in these two chapters. The first half of the Ten Commandments are 
all centered on our relationship with God.

The Holiness Code
In the Midrash (early Jewish commentary 

on the Scripture), there is a tradition that this 
Torah (Gen.–Deut.) portion, Parashat Ke-
doshim, is the most important in the Torah 
because contained within the command-
ments which make up what we call the “Ho-
liness Code” are interpreted references to 
each of the Ten Commandments. 

In this portion, much time is spent on 
teaching how to live in holiness with God 
and man. In fact, many Jewish scholars have 
emphasized the fact that although the Ten 
Commandments are listed twice in Exodus 
and Deuteronomy, they are emphasized in 
this Torah portion.

1) “I am the Lord your God” (Exod. 20:2) is 
written here in Leviticus 19:2.

2) “You shall have no other gods before 
Me” (Exod. 20:3) is written in Leviticus 19:4 
as, “Do not turn to idols, nor make for your-
selves molded gods.” 

3) “You shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain…” (Exod. 20:7a) is alluded to 
in Leviticus 19:12: “And you shall not swear 
by My name falsely, nor shall you profane the 
name of your God…” 

Casey Horner/unsplash.
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4) “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Exod. 20:8) is writ-
ten in Leviticus 19:3 as “Every one of you shall…keep My Sabbaths…” 

5) “Honor your father and your mother…” (Exod. 20:12a) is writ-
ten in Leviticus 19:3: “Every one of you shall revere his mother and 
his father...”

6) “You shall not murder” (Exod. 20:13) is written in Leviticus 19:16 
as “nor shall you take a stand against the life of your neighbor.”

7) “You shall not commit adultery” (Exod. 20:14) is written in 
Leviticus 20:10b as “The adulterer and adulteress, shall surely be 
put to death.” 

8) “You shall not steal” (Exod. 20:15) is written in Leviticus 19:11 as, 
“You shall not steal...” 

9) “You shall not bear false witness…” (Exod. 20:16) is written in 
Leviticus 19:16: “You shall not go about as a slanderer among your 
people…” (NASB). 

10) “You shall not covet…” (Exod. 20:17) according to Jewish 
sources is covered by the verse which says, “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18).

What Did Jesus (Yeshua) Say?
Peter is not the only one who quoted from (and validated) this 

Torah (Gen.–Deut.) portion. Jesus also quoted parts of it. What is 
Jesus’ attitude toward the commandments?

In Mark 10:17b–19, Jesus answers a question posed to Him: 
“‘Good Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?’ So 
Jesus said to him, ‘Why do you call Me good? No one is good but 
One, that is, God. You know the commandments: “Do not commit 
adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not bear false wit-
ness,” “Do not defraud,” “Honor your father and mother.”’”

Jesus also summarized the Ten Commandments as the two 
greatest commandments (Mark 12, Matt. 22 and Luke 10). He 
said that we are to love God and love our neighbor. Think about 
it: if we love God, we will keep His commandments, a theme re-
peated more than once in the Writings of the Apostles (NT). If we 
love our neighbor, we will keep the commandments which relate 
to human relations. In the Matthew passage, Jesus says, “On 
these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets” 
(Matt. 22:40). 

Love Your Neighbor as Yourself
This verse first found in Leviticus 19:18 is a famous verse in both 

Jewish and Christian thought. Jesus called it the second most im-
portant commandment (Mark 12:31).

Is Holiness for Today?
Holiness involves our relationship with a holy God and our righ-

teous actions toward humans that He has created.

How can we ignore the clear statement of the Scripture saying, “You 
shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2)? In Christianity 
we have tended to react like a swinging pendulum to what seems like 
overemphasis of issues. The early Holiness Movement in the US was 
clearly an inward reality—a powerful encounter with the Lord. The en-
counters were so meaningful and impacting that those involved were 
changed. The outward manifestation of holy living followed a vibrant 
encounter with the living God. In my generation, there was still an em-
phasis on holiness, but it seemed to be more along the lines of what 
a good Christian should or shouldn’t do, and not necessarily on the 
inward reality. As time went by, increasingly this idea of holiness was 
largely abandoned. Now it is rare to hear messages on holiness. 

It seems clear to me that God is still holy, and still has a desire for His 
people to walk in His ways—His holy ways. Is just acting holy enough? 

Wirestock Creators/shutterstock.com
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No! In order for us to be holy, we need an encounter with the living 
God. We need to know the One who calls Himself YHVH—the Great I 
AM. Together with His help, we can live a life that is holy, reflecting His 
nature to the world around us. Jesus (Yeshua) said, “God is Spirit, and 
those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth” (John 4:24). 
As followers of God, we need to search our hearts. Do we worship 
from our hearts in alignment with the Scriptures? Do we love God 
and love our neighbors? Are we committed to our holy God and to 
following Him in holiness? I’ve said enough. Now it is up to each of us 
to seek the answers to these questions in prayer.
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