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Text 
The LORD said to Moses, "Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to them: 'A priest must not make 

himself ceremonially unclean for any of his people who die, 2 except for a close relative, such as his mother 

or father, his son or daughter, his brother, 3 or an unmarried sister who is dependent on him since she has 

no husband-- for her he may make himself unclean. 4 He must not make himself unclean for people related 

to him by marriage, and so defile himself. 5 "'Priests must not shave their heads or shave off the edges of 

their beards or cut their bodies. 6 They must be holy to their God and must not profane the name of their 

God. Because they present the offerings made to the LORD by fire, the food of their God, they are to be 

holy. 7 "'They must not marry women defiled by prostitution or divorced from their husbands, because 

priests are holy to their God. 8 Regard them as holy, because they offer up the food of your God. Consider 

them holy, because I the LORD am holy-- I who make you holy. 9 "'If a priest's daughter defiles herself by 

becoming a prostitute, she disgraces her father; she must be burned in the fire. 10 "'The high priest, the one 

among his brothers who has had the anointing oil poured on his head and who has been ordained to wear 

the priestly garments, must not let his hair become unkempt or tear his clothes. 11 He must not enter a 

place where there is a dead body. He must not make himself unclean, even for his father or mother, 12 nor 

leave the sanctuary of his God or desecrate it, because he has been dedicated by the anointing oil of his 

God. I am the LORD. 13 "'The woman he marries must be a virgin. 14 He must not marry a widow, a 

divorced woman, or a woman defiled by prostitution, but only a virgin from his own people, 15 so he will 

not defile his offspring among his people. I am the LORD, who makes him holy. '" 16 The LORD said to 

Moses, 17 "Say to Aaron: 'For the generations to come none of your descendants who has a defect may 

come near to offer the food of his God. 18 No man who has any defect may come near: no man who is blind 

or lame, disfigured or deformed; 19 no man with a crippled foot or hand, 20 or who is hunchbacked or 

dwarfed, or who has any eye defect, or who has festering or running sores or damaged testicles. 21 No 

descendant of Aaron the priest who has any defect is to come near to present the offerings made to the 

LORD by fire. He has a defect; he must not come near to offer the food of his God. 22 He may eat the most 

holy food of his God, as well as the holy food; 23 yet because of his defect, he must not go near the curtain 

or approach the altar, and so desecrate my sanctuary. I am the LORD, who makes them holy. '" 24 So 

Moses told this to Aaron and his sons and to all the Israelites. 

22:1 The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Tell Aaron and his sons to treat with respect the sacred offerings the 

Israelites consecrate to me, so they will not profane my holy name. I am the LORD. 3 "Say to them: 'For 

the generations to come, if any of your descendants is ceremonially unclean and yet comes near the sacred 

offerings that the Israelites consecrate to the LORD, that person must be cut off from my presence. I am the 

LORD. 4 "'If a descendant of Aaron has an infectious skin disease or a bodily discharge, he may not eat the 

sacred offerings until he is cleansed. He will also be unclean if he touches something defiled by a corpse or 

by anyone who has an emission of semen, 5 or if he touches any crawling thing that makes him unclean, or 

any person who makes him unclean, whatever the uncleanness may be. 6 The one who touches any such 

thing will be unclean till evening. He must not eat any of the sacred offerings unless he has bathed himself 

with water. 7 When the sun goes down, he will be clean, and after that he may eat the sacred offerings, for 

they are his food. 8 He must not eat anything found dead or torn by wild animals, and so become unclean 

through it. I am the LORD. 9 "'The priests are to keep my requirements so that they do not become guilty 
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and die for treating them with contempt. I am the LORD, who makes them holy. 10 "'No one outside a 

priest's family may eat the sacred offering, nor may the guest of a priest or his hired worker eat it. 11 But if 

a priest buys a slave with money, or if a slave is born in his household, that slave may eat his food. 12 If a 

priest's daughter marries anyone other than a priest, she may not eat any of the sacred contributions. 13 

But if a priest's daughter becomes a widow or is divorced, yet has no children, and she returns to live in 

her father's house as in her youth, she may eat of her father's food. No unauthorized person, however, may 

eat any of it. 14 "'If anyone eats a sacred offering by mistake, he must make restitution to the priest for the 

offering and add a fifth of the value to it. 15 The priests must not desecrate the sacred offerings the 

Israelites present to the LORD 16 by allowing them to eat the sacred offerings and so bring upon them guilt 

requiring payment. I am the LORD, who makes them holy.'" 

 

Introduction 
 Martin Luther, one of my favorite figures in church history, said three things 

make the theologian: prayer, meditation, and tribulation.  It’s really God’s recipe for 

making a mature Christian – learning to talk to God, learning to listen to God in 

Scripture, and then the missing ingredient in many people’s understanding is suffering.  

Hardships, hang-ups, struggles, disappointments, hurts, failures, rejection, dashed 

dreams, pain… these are necessary for growth in the Christian life. 

If you’re not a Christian, don’t pay attention to anyone who tells you that if you 

become one everything will start going your way.  It may mean more pain, more 

complexity… 

There must be times in the Christian life when you feel “under great pressure, far 

beyond [your] ability to endure, [when you despair] even of life.  Indeed, in [your heart 

you will feel] the sentence of death.  But this [happens] that [you] might not rely on 

[yourself] but on God, who raises the dead” (2Cor. 1:8-9). 

 You see: God, in his infinite wisdom and loving kindness, will do this to his 

children in many different ways.  But one way he does this is through the law, the 

commandments, the expectation for holiness which we find in places like Leviticus.  One 

of the purposes for God’s demands for holiness is to pressurize you until you despair of 

yourself and depend on God, not just for his strength, but for his righteousness.  Holiness 

is a rock upon which our pride is dashed.  If you don’t know what I mean, I hope you will 

by the time we are done together today. 

 We’re looking at Leviticus ch. 21 and part of Leviticus ch. 22 together today.  In 

short, what we’re going to see from it is just this: holiness means having a high 

standard, especially for leaders of the Lord’s people. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

High Standards 

 We’re in a section of Leviticus that spells out how the Lord’s people – liberated 

from Egypt, living in the dessert, looking forward to the Promised Land – were to order 

their lives.  In a word, they were to be holy – set-apart, distinct, different; they were to 

love their Lord and be like their Lord in his character.  In Exodus 19:5-6 the Lord said to 

them, “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will 

be my treasured possession.  Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” 

 Redeemed and rescued now the Lord’s people were to be “a kingdom of priests 

and a holy nation,” unique among the nations that surrounded them.  They were to 
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worship alone the only One who could atone (ch. 17).  They were to swim upstream by 

submitting their sexuality to him (ch. 18).  Chapter 19 gave them some detailed laws to 

govern their daily lives summed up with “love your neighbor as yourself” (19:18).  And 

last week in ch. 20 we saw that they were to have a different attitude toward sin, 

spirituality, and society. 

 Chapters 21 and 22 now turn to a subset of the Lord’s people – the priests.  The 

nation as a whole was to be a “kingdom of priests” but there still was a special office 

reserved for the sons of Aaron which played a particular role in the Tabernacle system.  

There was a tiered system.  Just like there was the courtyard of the Tabernacle, the Holy 

Place, and the Most Holy Place and all of it was holy, so there was the people, the priests, 

and the High Priest.  All of them were to be holy, but especially the priestly class. 

Verse 1 – “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and 

say to them…”  This is addressed to the priests and it lays out even stricter standards.  

Let’s look at them.  This section breaks down into three parts: 

 

First, 21:1-15 touches on funerals and weddings. 

 

Funerals 

A priest had to remain ceremonially pure so he could do his duties at the 

Tabernacle.  That meant not touching a dead body.  Death had no place in the Lord’s 

presence.  He is pure LIFE.  Life and death are incompatible.  Death is associated with 

sin.  So a priest had to remain undefiled by death.  An exception is made for close 

relatives if you were a regular priest (vv. 2-4), but for the High Priest no exception was 

made (v. 11).  Even if his father or mother died he could not leave his post or become 

ceremonially unclean for them. 

And not only were they to stay undefiled so they could continue to offer the 

sacrifices and perform the duties of the Tabernacle, they also were not to grieve like the 

nations around them that had no hope (cf. 1Thess. 4:13).  There were all kinds of customs 

that surrounded death in the ancient Near East.  Shaving your head or the sides of your 

beard, cutting yourself, letting your hair be unkempt, and tearing your clothes were all 

pagan mourning rites.  The priests were to model a different way of dealing with death.  

They were to keep the worship of the Lord going. 

 

Weddings 

 A priest also had to model the Lord’s ideals for marriage.  Regular priests were 

not allowed to marry prostitutes or divorcees (v. 7).  High Priests had to be sure they 

were marrying a virgin (v. 13); they couldn’t even marry a widow (v. 14).  Part of this 

was to ensure that any offspring and potential future High Priests were legitimate and 

from the line of Aaron (v. 15).  But is also just presents the ideal scenario in a perfect 

world – virgins getting married and being together for life. 

 

 The second section – 21:16-20 – touches on physical fitness.  Even if you were a 

legitimate descendant of Aaron, you could not come near to offer up the food of God (the 

sacrifices spelled out earlier in Leviticus) if you had a physical defect or handicap, if you 

were blind, lame, disfigured, deformed, crippled in hand or foot, hunchbacked, dwarfed, 

eye problem, skin problems, damaged testicles – any physical abnormality.  Priests had to 
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be specimens of physical health; perfect like a GQ magazine model.  The Levites who did 

not meet these specs were still to be taken care of.  They could eat of the food that the 

Tabernacle system provided for the priests and their families.  But they themselves could 

never perform the priestly duties.  Again, it was a reminder that God is perfectly pure.  

He has absolutely zero flaws.  In his presence there is no taint or blemish. 

 

 The first 16 verses of chapter 22 provide the third section in these high standards 

for priests.  It touches on their integrity.  They were to treat with respect the Tabernacle 

system that God had set up.  Israelites who were clean would bring their bulls and goats 

and grain offerings to the Tabernacle and the priests were there to assist them in the 

worship of the Lord.  The priests had to be sure that they were clean themselves.  God’s 

provision for them was that they could get their food from part of the sacrifices, but they 

had to regulate themselves and those in their household to make sure that only the right 

people, the authorized people were eating food from the altar.  The specifications are 

listed here along with a way to make things right if someone eats the priestly portion by 

accident. 

 

 In summary: 

 

Those whom God set apart for spiritual service could not defile 

themselves by mourning the dead or by entering unholy marriages, were 

disqualified from service if they had serious physical defects, and if 

unclean or unqualified were barred from offering and eating sacrificial 

food.
1
 

 

There were high standards for the leaders of the Lord’s people.  22:9 kind of says it all – 

“The priests are to keep my requirements so that they do not become guilty and die for 

treating them with contempt.  I am the LORD, who makes them holy.” 

 

 Not much has changed for the Lord’s people in the NT.  There are some 

differences, most notably that we don’t have a Tabernacle, thus we don’t have a 

priesthood.  Also, our leaders are not selected based on heredity, but we do have leaders.  

And we do have a call for holiness. 

 The NT says that all of the Lord’s people “ought to live holy and godly lives” 

(2Pe. 3:11).  There is a sort of ‘priesthood of all believers’ and the church is described in 

1 Peter 2:9 as “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to 

God.” 

 But there are also in the NT certain offices among the Lord’s people that are 

especially set-apart.  Jesus “gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be 

evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers” (Eph. 4:11).  So there are different 

offices ordained by Christ for his church.  And as we look at the NT two particular 

offices are clearly meant to continue throughout the church age – elders and deacons.  

God’s people are to have spiritual leaders (cf. Heb. 13:24).  And in 1 Timothy 3:1-13 and 

Titus 1:5-9 we see detailed qualifications laid out for the kind of person who could hold 

these offices.  There were high standards.  An “overseer [a.k.a. elder or pastor] must be 

above reproach” (1Tim. 3:2), “blameless” (Titus 1:6).  That’s a high standard. 
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 Now think about the parallels to Leviticus 21 and 22.  Pastors are in many ways, 

to be “on” all the time.  It’s not an occupation but a life.  That’s a high expectation.  

Always on, always at your post, never really take the pastor hat off.  And so when 

tragedy strikes or death comes or sin’s effects flare up among the community, the pastor 

needs to be someone who can remain steady and point people to the Lord.  Pastors can’t 

be emotionally erratic, overcome with despair and defeat.  As the apostle Paul said, 

ministers cannot “lose heart” (2Cor. 4:1), though the temptation is always there.  Funerals 

are a part of our job now; but we must be able to help people not “grieve like the rest of 

men, who have no hope” (1Thess. 4:13).  When you get the call that your child has been 

killed in a car accident, you need your pastors to comfort you, to be able to conduct a 

funeral service that glorifies Christ and not just be a puddle on the floor that’s not even 

sure if Christ is real, right?  A sermon has to be preached every Sunday, no matter what 

has happened that week. 

 When it comes to marriage and sexual ethics, leaders in the church are to be 

impeccable.  Pastors and male deacons are to be “the husband of but one wife” (1Tim. 

3:2, 12); most commentators agree this means something like “a one-woman man.”  His 

eyes and heart are only for his wife.  For female deacons this kind of exemplary 

faithfulness is encompassed in the phrase – “women worthy of respect” (1Tim. 3:11).  

Leaders are to have marriages that everyone in the body can look up to.  In premarital 

counseling it doesn’t work well if we’re modeling discord and disrespect around the 

dinner table or when we’re trying to get the kids in bed.  One of you has told me that the 

pastor who performed your wedding ceremony was carrying on an adulterous affair at the 

time.  That’s not cool!  Leaders should lead in setting the tone for what healthy sexuality 

and marriage relationships should look like. 

 There’s no height or weight limit for an elder or a deacon, but they should be 

models of purity.  It says in Titus 1 that an elder must be one who is “self-controlled, 

upright, holy and disciplined” (Titus 1:8).  He sets the bar for a holistically balanced 

lifestyle.  A pastor with devastating addictions is not well suited for leading the flock.  He 

must be pure also in his teaching without a mixture of error in his theological positions.  

“He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can 

encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:9).  Deacons 

likewise must “keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with a clear conscience” (1Tim. 

3:9).  It’s not a position for those of sloppy living or sloppy doctrine. 

 Just like the priests in the OT the leaders of the church in the NT are to be men 

and women of integrity.  They must not be pursuing “dishonest gain” or “greedy for 

money” (1Tim. 3:8, Titus 1:7, 1Pe. 5:2).  A pastor must be able to self-regulate.  I once 

heard someone describe what he felt like when he first became a pastor supported full-

time by the church; he said it felt like being the boy in Home Alone.  No one is watching 

over your shoulder to see how you spend your time, what websites you go to, what you 

read.  You have to, before God, be able to largely monitor yourself, be self-motivated.  

Leaders must know God’s expectations like a referee knows the rule book and they must 

be not skimp or cut corners or make excuses and exceptions for themselves. 

 God’s Word gives high standards for leaders.  James 3:1 says, “Not many of you 

should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be 

judged more strictly.”  To be a leader is to be given a great responsibility and Luke 12:48 
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says, “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the 

one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.” 

 There is a ton more that could be said.  I think v. 9 in Leviticus 21 about the 

conduct of a priest’s daughter could be partly behind the expectation in the NT that “an 

elder must be a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild 

and disobedient” (Titus. 1:6).  Leaders must manage their own children and households 

well.  After all, “if anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how can he 

take care of God’s church?” (1Tim. 3:5).  What a standard placed on leaders who are 

parents.  They are to be the model parents in the church. 

 Leaders must “gentle” (1Tim. 3:3), “not overbearing, not quick-tempered… not 

violent” (Titus 1:7), especially when you deal intimately with situations that make you 

want to punch somebody’s face in.  But leaders must model love and patience.  We’ll be 

talking about this at the Table Talk today on ‘Spiritual Abuse’ but it says in 1 Peter 5 that 

elders are not to lord it over those entrusted to them, but be examples to the flock (1Pe. 

5:3).  That’s a high standard. 

And it means that you’re always under the microscope.  And that’s the way it 

should be.  Paul modeled pastoring for us when he said to the Thessalonians – “You 

know how we lived among you for your sake” (1Thess. 1:5); and – “We were delighted 

to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well” (1Thess. 2:8).  A 

leader is supposed to be someone you can imitate, as they are imitating Christ.  And so 

Hebrews 13:7 can say – “Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you.  

Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.”  The life of a leader, 

when they are helping their kids eat at the dinner table, when they are shopping at the 

grocery store, when they are spending a Saturday around the house, when they are 

playing basketball and get fouled, when they’re… is supposed to be something you can 

see and copy. 

I could go on and on and on.  The Bible has a lot to say about the expectations 

placed on spiritual leaders.  I think I’ve made the point – holiness means having a high 

standard, especially for leaders of the Lord’s people. 

 

We Don’t Measure Up 

 Now, if you’re sitting there thinking, “Phew.  This isn’t about me.  I’m not a 

leader.”  Then you’re not listening correctly.  You see: in the NT, the character 

qualifications for elders and deacons are to be what everyone is aspiring to.  You can’t 

say, “Well I’m not a deacon so it’s okay for me to get drunk or be a mess with regard to 

my finances.  Thankfully I can still talk maliciously.”  No.  See leaders set the example 

that everyone is supposed to seek to follow.  Remember: there is no hereditary priesthood 

in the NT.  So leadership, as an elder or deacon, is open to anyone.  And if anyone sets 

his heart on these offices he desires a noble task.  Everyone should be seeking to grow up 

into the character qualifications listed in 1 Timothy 3.
2
 

 Now, that brings this really back to everyone who is a Christian here today.  

Leaders are skimmed off the top of the sanctification soup, but the goal is that leader-

qualified people are continually bubbling to the surface. 

 Okay, so what do we do with this?  One response is summed up in the words of 

Hebrews 12:14 – “Make every effort… to be holy; without holiness no one will see the 

Lord.”  I think that’s right.  It’s obviously biblical.  And there’s a place for it as long as 
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it’s done in a grace motivated way.
3
  It’s part of what we’ve been talking about as we go 

through Leviticus – that we should all be striving for holiness. 

 But that’s not the only biblical way to look at the high standards of holiness.  And 

if we just focus there we will become very unhealthy and neurotic.  I certainly want, 

especially as a spiritual leader, to be holy, to be above reproach, to love my wife and 

family well, to “be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled” (Titus 

1:8).  But to tell you the truth, I read those qualifications and sometimes feel prideful 

(that’s right, that’s me cream of the crop) and then I realize that that’s pride and that’s 

wicked, just as if not more so than embezzling from the church.  But other times I read 

that and feel ashamed.  I’m not really blameless.  My heart is messed up.  I’m not always 

emotionally strong; I have doubts and am prone to self-pity.  My emotions are messed up: 

sometimes I don’t feel empathy like I should and other times I feel it so much that I begin 

to despair and lose hope.  My marriage has issues.  My heart is not pure.  I’m addicted to 

email as a source of feeling wanted and productive.  I don’t use my time well.  I blow it 

as a dad frequently with anger that I pray doesn’t exasperate my kids.  I’m controlling 

and not loving. 

 Pastors and church leaders everywhere should regularly see the standards we are 

called to and say, “Who is equal to such a task?” (2Cor. 2:17); “Who is sufficient for 

these things?” (ESV).  Certainly not me.  If I think that I am, I am setting myself up for 

an even greater fall (cf. Prov. 16:18).  No, I must say with Paul, “Not that we are 

sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from 

God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant” (2Cor. 3:5-6; ESV). 

 And that should work the same way for everyone.  The path of holiness has no 

end in this life.  You make some great stride forward (which is possible), but it only 

opens up to your vision a new unconquered frontier.  For example, I do believe that if 

you are struggling with a certain sin, say you fantasize daily or even hourly about sexual 

scenarios.  You can by the Spirit’s power, stop that.  I’m not saying that you’ll never have 

a sordid thought pop into your head, but closing your eyes regularly and going to an 

imaginary world of where you use people you know, that can be curtailed and come to 

the place where you no longer do that.  You fill your mind with other things and you 

close off to yourself the scenarios where you find yourself doing that and over time, 

biopsychologists are now even telling us, you can re-form your brain’s neural pathways 

so that you don’t as easily go down previously well-trodden paths.  But, you see: once 

you do that you will start to notice something else like that you are compulsively 

worrying about what people think about you.  And after battling that for maybe two or 

three decades and seeing some progress, you will discover deeply embedded habits of 

making everything about you. 

I’m simplifying things a bit, of course; there are multiple layers of struggles going 

on at the same time all the time, and three steps forward and two steps back and all that.  

But you see: you are foolish if you think that eventually you will arrive at the end, so that 

you could somehow get to judgment seat of Christ and say, “See what I’ve done.”  I 

remember as a young pastor talking with an older pastor and saying that I felt bad that I 

wasn’t praying enough.  And he told me with just a throw away phrase – “You can 

always pray more.” 
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Now, this being the case, many people grow weary and give up.  What’s the 

point?  The point is that God ultimately wants us to “put no confidence in the flesh” (Ph. 

3:3); you rely less and less on your own record. 

 When we read Leviticus 21 and 22 it should kind of make us feel bad.  It should 

get to all of us, somewhere.  You should be reading that saying, “But what about me?  

I’m an emotional wreck that often grieves hopelessly at the effects of sin in this world.  

I’m divorced.  I’m not a virgin or I wasn’t a virgin on my wedding night.  My kids are 

crazy and out of control.  What about me?  I don’t really place God and his worship first 

in my life.”  The stuff about physical fitness is a big sore spot for many of us.  How many 

of us are dieting now or working out compulsively, weighing ourselves, looking at 

ourselves in the mirror?  We already have body image issues; this doesn’t help.  We 

already feel inadequate, self-conscious about our weight, our toe fungus, our acne, our 

lazy eye…  This doesn’t make me feel the mantra – “You’re beautiful!”  And we lack 

integrity.  We stretch the definitions of things whenever we can to accommodate our 

desires.  Don’t you? 

 What do we do when faced with this heightened demand for holiness?  Do we 

make excuses?  Do we get indignant?  Do we get beleaguered?  Here’s what we should 

do.  We must come to grips with the fact that we don’t measure up.  We will never 

measure up.  The Tabernacle system reminds us that God is perfectly pure and we in 

ourselves are not, no matter how hard you try, no matter how much you change.  I must 

eventually and then repeatedly come to accept the fact that I am, next to God’s holiness, 

never going to be holy enough.  John Calvin said that Man “pollutes and contaminates by 

his impurity those very things which are good.  For nothing proceeds from a man, 

however perfect he be, that is not defiled by some spot.”
4
 

 Nobody is perfect.  Don’t get angry or depressed about that.  That’s the point. 

 

Jesus Is Our Holiness 

 Because ultimately, Leviticus and the Tabernacle system with its priesthood is 

meant to point us to the only one who ever was or could be perfect – Jesus.  Aaron wasn’t 

perfect – he was the worship leader at the Golden Calf incident.  The OT is a trail of 

disappointing high priests.  Go home and read the story of Eli in 1 Samuel 1-4.  Abiathar 

is deposed in 1 Kings 2.  There is no man who can fulfill the highest standards for 

holiness and thus be the perfect mediator between God and humanity, offering a sacrifice 

of atonement.  There is no one, except Jesus. 

This is one of the main points of the book of Hebrews.  Jesus is the perfect High 

Priest.  All the other priests died, because they too were sinners.  Jesus died, not because 

he was a sinner himself, but because he took our sin, but then he came back to life 

proving his perfection.  And now in his resurrected state, never to die again, “he is able to 

save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to 

intercede for them.  Such a high priest meets our need – one who is holy, blameless, pure, 

set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens” (Heb. 7:25-26). 

We cannot fully meet God’s standards for holiness.  This is the point.  But the 

Father sent the Son who lived perfectly in the power of the Spirit “in order that the 

righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us” (Rom. 8:4).  We can get in on 

Jesus’ holiness.  1 Corinthians 1:30 says that “Christ Jesus… has become for us wisdom 

from God – that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption” (1Cor. 1:30).  Christ 
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Jesus has become for us our holiness.  Finally, when it’s all said and done, Jesus is our 

holiness.  God’s never letting up, always intensifying demands for holiness are meant to 

break us, to crush our self-reliance and make us throw all our hope on Christ. 

John Bunyan’s famous allegory of the Christian life – Pilgrim’s Progress – has a 

part where late in the journey a wonderful mirror is discovered. 

 

There is nothing unusual about the front of the glass.  However, on 

the back of the mirror appears an image of the crucified Lord Jesus.  

Everyone who looks in the mirror’s face sees an ordinary reflection that 

includes the blemishes and scars that always accompany our humanity.  

Yet anyone who observes these same persons from the reverse side of the 

mirror sees only the glory of the Son of God. 

This amazing glass from Pilgrim’s Progress pictures the answer to 

how we can be holy in this life.  Our holiness is not so much a matter of 

what we achieve as it is the grace our God provides.  Grace is God’s 

willingness to look at us from the perspective that sees his holy Son in our 

place.
5
 

 

God’s law is a guide.  But it is also a mirror.  It shows us our blemishes, and if we 

will look at it properly it will show us our Savior too, the one who has become for us 

righteousness, holiness, and redemption.  And seeing ourselves in him is really the key 

for growing further into the depths of holiness, not just not fantasizing lustfully while on 

your bus ride home, but in cultivating genuine humility, tenderness, joy, love, peace. 

 

Conclusion 
God has high standards.  Higher than you have for yourself even if you’re a 

perfectionist.  Higher standards than your tough boss.  Higher standards than your Asian 

parent.  Higher standards than you have for your spouse.  His standards of holiness are 

crushing.  But he’s not just an exacting Father you can never please.  He’s a loving Father 

who has sent Christ who has met all those standards and if you are in him, you have too.  

Not through your trying and your record but his.  Doesn’t that change things?  There is 

the freedom to grow in holiness.  You’re not under the gun. 

No hero, however advanced in the pursuit of holiness,
6
 can measure up to your 

expectations.  No pastor or church leader is perfect and can be everything for you.  We all 

just need Jesus.  God’s demands for holiness should show us this.  They are one means 

God will use to wean you off of the unholy reliance on your Self and catch you up into 

holy adoration of Christ.  Let his demands wound you so that Christ’s provision can heal 

you.  Richard Sibbes has said, “After conversion we need bruising so that reeds may 

know themselves to be reeds, and not oaks.”
7
  If you are feeling weak and inadequate, 

bruised by the hammer of God’s law today, then flee to Jesus; “A bruised reed he will not 

break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out” (Mt. 12:20). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
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“To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious 

presence without fault and with great joy – to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, 

power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and 

forevermore!  Amen” (Jude 1:24-25). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 23, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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