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Let’s play a word association game. When I say the word "holiness", what comes to your mind? 

(You don't have to answer out loud.) What about the word "Righteous"? What about the word 

"Law"? 

 

I'm sure we were all over the board, but I wonder how many of us thought of words like "joy" or 

"privilege" or "love"? My guess is not many of us. Holiness makes us think of holier than thou, 

holy roller types. People who sticks in the mud. Righteousness slides quickly into self-

righteousness, and none of the people who leap most immediately to our minds when we think 

"holy" or "righteous" are probably very loving. 

 

Which is a problem, because those are words we associate closely with God, and God is 

supposed to be Love. There's a gap there. 

 

[Illustrate the tension] This tension between Law and Love is one that cuts to the heart of faith. 

Many of us have a picture of God that is like an angry parent or cruel judge (like we talked about 

last week). He might love us, but mainly, God sits on high, watching to see if we're good enough 

(and of course we're not). For many of us, faith is a source of guilt and shame. I interact with 

people too often whose basic assumption is that they're not good enough for God, that if they 

walked in the building to worship with us today, the building would burn down around them. 

 

Others of us can imagine that God loves us, but we struggle to make a connection between 

God's love for us and all the rules of religion. The dichotomy doesn't make a lot of sense - if God 

loves us unconditionally, why are there rules at all? Doesn't that make God's love conditional, if 

we are obligated to some sort of Law? 

 

[Love → Law → Life] Let's explore this tension between Law and Love today. We'll see that 

God's Law grows out of God's love and lead to God’s life. 

 

This gap we perceive between Law and Love is what our series speaks to. We're in the season 

of Epiphany, the season that follows Christmas. If Christmas celebrates God coming into the 

world, Epiphany asks, So what? Who is this God who has come into the world?  

 

Epiphany is all about who God is. Epiphany reminds us of the whole story of God: that God 

created the world and is not distant and removed, but near, with us, and working to reclaim the 

world. 

 

This year, our series is called the Prophets & Poets Mixtape. We're learning who God is by 

listening to the prophets and songs God's people have celebrated for thousands of years. Like 

the mixtapes you used to make as a lovestruck teen, these songs and sages reveal the 

character of God and help us see God in new, surprising ways.  

 

[Scripture Slide] Let's begin with our song - turn with me in your Bibles to Psalm 119. As you're 

turning there, Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in the Bible... it's 176 verses! (Don't worry - we're 

only reading one section.) It’s a beautiful piece of art - an acrostic song, where every verse 
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begins with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet. So this song is sort of a big rock opera. It's a giant 

love song, a powerful, complex and beautiful piece of art.  

 

And it's all about the Law.  

 

I know... what?! A rock opera about the Law? A giant love song to the Law?! That strikes us as 

very strange, which is evidence that we grossly misunderstand how God's people saw the Law.  

 

Christians mostly look at the Law as this heavy obligation God set on the Jewish people to 

prove to them how awful they were. Commentators, theologians and pastors go on about how 

awful they Jews had it, laboring under an impossible burden until Jesus came along to set them 

free. The way we Christians usually tell the story is Law vs Love - which is why that gap we 

perceive is so deeply embedded in our consciousness. 

 

But let's read this section of Psalm 119 together and you tell me if it sounds like the singers are 

burdened by the Law (spoiler: they're not!): 

 

Teach me your decrees, O Lord; I will keep them to the end. 

Give me understanding and I will obey your instructions; I will put them into practice with all my 

heart. 

Make me walk along the path of your commands, for that is where my happiness is found. 

Give me an eagerness for your laws rather than a love for money! 

Turn my eyes from worthless things, and give me life through your word. 

Reassure me of your promise, made to those who fear you. 

Help me abandon my shameful ways; for your regulations are good. 

I long to obey your commandments! Renew my life with your goodness. -- Psalm 119:33-40 

 

This is a person who is desperate for God's Law. The singer is begging for God's instruction, 

begging to walk in God's way. The Law is not a burden, but a tremendous blessing. For them, 

God’s law comes from God’s love. 

 

The problem is our problem. The Hebrew word we translate "Law" is torah, and "Law" is 

probably about the worst translation we could pick. "Instruction" is better, and "Way" is even 

better than that. The Torah has a wide range of meanings, but most basically, it refers to the 

first 5 books of the Bible - Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. And while 

there are a lot of rules in those books, there are also poems and stories and history and 

genealogies. It's not a rule book. It's a story, the story of how badly God wants to live in God's 

world with God's people.  

 

[Love leads to Law] For the Jewish people, the Torah is a gift from God. If you were a Jew, this 

is what you knew: Your people lived as slaves in Egypt. And then the God of the universe took 

notice of you. The God who stretched out the heavens above the earth, the God who hung the 

stars in the sky, looked down from Heaven and said to the Pharaoh of Egypt, "Those are my 

people, not yours. Let them go!" 
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Then, this God led us to a sacred mountain and said, "I freed you from slavery. I want to be your 

God. I want you to be my special people, chosen out of all the peoples of the world. I want to let 

you in on a secret: I want to show you the way to life, the way I created all peoples everywhere 

to live. And then I want you to keep that secret badly. I want you to show the whole world how to 

be my people so that the whole world can become my people. I want you to show the world 

what life really looks like so the whole world can have that life. 

 

"Will you be my people?" 

 

And we said, Yes! We want to be your people. We want to know the way you created us to live. 

We want to show the whole world what that life looks like! 

 

[Love → Law leads to Life] So God gave us the Torah. The Way to Life. The Way we were 

created to live. Out of all the peoples in the whole world, God chose us and gave us the Way, 

the torah. God’s law comes from God’s love and leads to God’s life. 

 

No wonder, then, the Psalmist begs God for more torah. No wonder the Psalmist begs to learn 

God's way that he might walk in it. No wonder he's captivated by God's Way. Because it's 

evidence of God's love for him. It's a gift, a tremendous privilege he's been given.  

 

[Scripture Slide 2] If we can imagine God's Way as a sign of Love, then we may be ready to 

today's prophet. We'll actually be in the Torah, in the book of Leviticus. Leviticus is the epitome 

of the unease we feel when we think of the Law. It's full of rules and ceremonies and sacrifices 

that were for a very different world. It's a difficult book. But I want to read what most consider to 

be the core of the book this morning - Chapter 19. This is from a section of Leviticus we call 

today "The Holiness Code". 

 

We're going to read what sounds like a long list of rules. You'll be able to feel the legalism 

wanting to creep in. Fight the urge to make a list and put check boxes beside it! Instead, read 

these words with Psalm 119 ringing in your ears. Remember: the torah is a love song. These 

instructions are our way in the world - how God created us to have life! 

 

The Lord also said to Moses, “Give the following instructions to the entire community of Israel. 

You must be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy. 

 

“When you harvest the crops of your land, do not harvest the grain along the edges of your 

fields, and do not pick up what the harvesters drop. It is the same with your grape crop—do not 

strip every last bunch of grapes from the vines, and do not pick up the grapes that fall to the 

ground. Leave them for the poor and the foreigners living among you. I am the Lord your God. 

“Do not steal. 

“Do not deceive or cheat one another. 

“Do not bring shame on the name of your God by using it to swear falsely. I am the Lord. 

“Do not defraud or rob your neighbor. 
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“Do not make your hired workers wait until the next day to receive their pay. 

“Do not insult the deaf or cause the blind to stumble. You must fear your God; I am the Lord. 

“Do not twist justice in legal matters by favoring the poor or being partial to the rich and 

powerful. Always judge people fairly. 

“Do not spread slanderous gossip among your people. 

“Do not stand idly by when your neighbor’s life is threatened. I am the Lord. 

“Do not nurse hatred in your heart for any of your relatives. Confront people directly so you will 

not be held guilty for their sin. 

 “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against a fellow Israelite, but love your neighbor as 

yourself. I am the Lord. -- Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 

 

These aren't only private commands. They're not just about personal moral behavior. Holiness 

is about business practices, about social norms. Holiness is about whether we gossip and 

whether we care for immigrants. Holiness is about what happens in our homes and our justice 

system. Holiness is about welcoming people in love and challenging them when they're wrong, 

when they're not being holy! Holiness is about being kind to people, but it's also about 

committing to the difficult work of making peace with people who've wronged you.  

 

And these are not meant to be burdens. God offers this instruction because it's how humans 

were designed to live. We were designed to love each other and love God - that's what holiness 

really is. We are to be a community that loves on every level, that loves deeply and passionately 

and loves when it's not easy to love and love who it's not easy to love and never gives up and 

never quits loving.  

 

The song teaches us to beg for this life, to ask God, "Teach us your ways! Make us your 

people!" Because this is what God wants to do. When we sing this, we trust that God's words at 

the beginning of Leviticus 19 are not simply a command. God said, "You must be holy because 

I, the Lord your God, am holy." 

 

The Hebrew is a bit more ambiguous - instead of only a command - "You must be holy", it can 

be read as "You shall be holy." A command, but also a prophetic announcement of God's 

intention. "I will make you holy." 

 

Hearing the Psalm alongside this text reminds us that we do not earn God's favor. God did not 

choose us because we earned it somehow. Rather, God has already declared we are God's 

people. It's done. And now, just as God brought a beautiful world out of chaos, God is making 

us a holy people. God is giving us the life we were created to live.  

 

All we have to do is keep walking in God's way. Keep following God's instruction. We may 

stumble and fall, but that is when we get back up and keep walking. As we continue, we trust 

that God is faithful to make us holy, to continue to breathe life into us. God’s laws come from 

God’s love and lead to God’s life. 

 

Communion + Examen 
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The way of God brings us today to this communion table. This is the table Jesus shared with his 

followers the night before he was killed, when his faithfulness to God's way took him to death on 

a cross. At this meal, he gave us bread as his body, broken for us. He offered us wine as his 

blood poured out as a new covenant between us and God.  

 

We approach the table this morning following the self-sacrificial way of God. We approach to 

receive God's infinite love and to be transformed by that love. We join in Jesus' death that we 

may be made holy as God is holy.  

 

You don't have to be a member of Catalyst to receive this meal. If you are willing to trust God to 

make you holy, and to show that trust by following God's way, by learning to live as God created 

you to live, then you're welcome to the table.  

 

Before we come, I'm going to invite you to prayerfully reflect on Leviticus 19 again. I'm going to 

read it, pausing between the commands, to give you a chance listen for how the Spirit might be 

calling you to respond to today's message. Remember that these instructions are God's way to 

life. They are a gift from God to you, that you might have life, and share that life with the world 

around you.  

 

The Lord also said to Moses, “Give the following instructions to the entire community of Israel. 

You must be holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy. 

 

“When you harvest the crops of your land, do not harvest the grain along the edges of your 

fields, and do not pick up what the harvesters drop. It is the same with your grape crop—do not 

strip every last bunch of grapes from the vines, and do not pick up the grapes that fall to the 

ground. Leave them for the poor and the foreigners living among you. I am the Lord your God. 

“Do not steal. 

“Do not deceive or cheat one another. 

“Do not bring shame on the name of your God by using it to swear falsely. I am the Lord. 

“Do not defraud or rob your neighbor. 

“Do not make your hired workers wait until the next day to receive their pay. 

“Do not insult the deaf or cause the blind to stumble. You must fear your God; I am the Lord. 

“Do not twist justice in legal matters by favoring the poor or being partial to the rich and 

powerful. Always judge people fairly. 

“Do not spread slanderous gossip among your people. 

“Do not stand idly by when your neighbor’s life is threatened. I am the Lord. 

“Do not nurse hatred in your heart for any of your relatives. Confront people directly so you will 

not be held guilty for their sin. 

 “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against a fellow Israelite, but love your neighbor as 

yourself. I am the Lord. -- Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 

 

Prayer 

 

Assignment/Blessing 



6 | T h e  P r o p h e t s  &  P o e t s  M i x t a p e  W e e k  6  –  T h e  G a p  

 

All Sermon Content Copyright ©2017 by JR. Forasteros – All Rights Reserved 

[Love → Law → Life] Friends, God wants you to have life. God created you for abundance and 

flourishing. And God’s torah is the way that leads to that life. What’s keeping you from walking 

that path? 

 

The way of God is challenging. God's instructions are not easy, and they do not come naturally 

to us. I trust that you have been challenged today by the words of Leviticus. I trust you have 

been a bit uncomfortable as you have seen the gap between where you are and where God 

created you to be.  

 

But remember: God is not a harsh judge or a cruel enforcer. God is a loving parent. God created 

you for life. And the very God who created the world, who knows all the mysteries of the 

universe because he dreamed them up, the very God who is the source of all life and beauty 

chose you. This God became human that you might know the way to life, and this God died that 

you might follow him into that life.  

 

That same God called you to be part of this people - Catalyst. It's a wonderful, special church 

full of people who know exactly what you're going through because we're on that same journey. 

God is making us all holy, together.  

 

You are not alone. God is with you, calling you and walking with you and giving you strength to 

become holy. So as you go today, go with Psalm 119 ringing in your ears. As you think about 

that gap, let your prayer this week be, "God teach me your instructions. God, show me how to 

walk in your ways. God, make me holy as you are holy." 


