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Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 6-23 
Psalm 119:33-40 Matthew 5:38-48 

There has been a lot of controversy surrounding President Trump’s immigration 

ban. That ban bars citizens of seven Muslim-majority countries from entering the United 

States for 90 days and it suspended the admission of refugees for 120 days. This ban 

was premised on national security. We all favor national security. Our reading from the 

Old Testament book of Leviticus informs us of what is our responsibility as Christians. 

As Christians we are to favor refugee care. 

Chapter 19 of Leviticus is a part of the Bible that is referred to as the Holiness 

Code. God declares to the people of Israel, “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God 

am holy.” We are to be holy. Why? Because God is holy. This is matched by the 

concluding verse in our Matthew reading, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly 

Father is perfect.”  

We may be uncomfortable with the thought that we are holy. There is a common 

expression of disdain, to call someone as “holier than thou.” That is not exactly a 

compliment. Holy sounds like we are prefect, or near perfect. We think of holiness as 

perfection. Very few of us consider ourselves holy or perfect or near perfect. Holy is 

limited to people like Sister Theresa or the pope. Holy people are far removed from us 

and do with their lives things that we cannot do with our lives.  

God says to Moses, “Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and 

say to them: You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” Everyone, the whole 

congregation, is holy. Holiness is not some kind of state of being, but comes from how 

one acts in everyday places and relationships. The Holiness code includes a number of 

admonitions of how we are to act as the people of God. These admonitions give 



 2 

practical instructions for living ethically as the people of God. They deal with internal 

integrity and outward behavior in their daily life: in the home and in the field; in our 

words to God and in our words to each other; in neighborhood and in the courtroom. 

They deal with neighborly behavior. You are holy when, harvesting your crops, you 

choose to leave some of the grain you drop, or some of the grapes you drop; when you 

choose to not harvest the edges of your property or leave some of the grapes 

unharvested. You are holy when you practice justice, don’t keep a laborers pay until the 

next morning. The common concern of these admonitions is love for neighbor. In our 

actions be become more and more like God; we become more and more holy. Holiness 

comes from acting the way God wants us to act. 

This teaching of Leviticus strikingly shapes the teaching of Jesus. When the 

lawyer asked Jesus which law is the greatest, Jesus responded, “You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’... And a 

second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ This greatest commandment 

is a direct quote from Leviticus 19. All three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

quote Leviticus, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” There Jesus makes it clear 

that loving one’s neighbor is integrally related to loving God. They are two sides of the 

same coin. In our Matthew reading for today, he takes the command against murder as 

a prohibition of anger toward a brother or sister. In doing so, he is following our Leviticus 

text. Implications of the law for how we treat the poor, a point Jesus frequently stresses, 

is also spelled out in Leviticus. These admonitions greatly influenced Jesus’ ministry. 

Jesus reiterated these admonitions for holiness. 
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So what does holiness have to do with immigrants and refugees? It is significant 

here to note that the social ethic extends our boundaries of our responsibility beyond 

the people of God. Our responsibility is not limited to people like us, to our own people. 

It extends our boundaries to the alien, the immigrants, the refugees. Provision for the 

foreigner, the alien, is given as part of the divine mandate for God’s people: “You shall 

not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave 

them for the poor and the alien.” Provision for the needs of the foreigner is given as part 

of the divine mandate for God's people. Later, in chapter 19, we read, “When an alien 

resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The alien who resides 

with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, 

for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.” Not only are we to love the neighbor as 

yourself, we are to love the alien as yourself. There are a number of other places in the 

bible in which we are admonished to care for the alien or the stranger. Seeking 

perfection, participating in God’s holiness, means seeking the welfare of others, 

including aliens. It entails tangible acts of justice and care, for neighbor and alien alike. 

One of the primary purposes of the book of Leviticus was to establish the 

Israelite identity in the face of differing and competing Canaanite, Egyptian, and other 

religions. Note that throughout the verses is the refrain, “I am the Lord your God.” We 

do these things because it is the Lord who is our God who commands us to do them. 

These admonitions are rooted not only in God’s identity but also in Israel’s identity as 

God’s people. This moral code was to differentiate them from others. If indeed the Lord 

is our God, then there are particular ways of being and doing that form the core of both 

our personal and communal identities. We are called to be different, act differently, as 
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the people of God. A part of our identity as God’s people is to welcome and help the 

alien.  

Amanda Craft is the Presbyterian Mission regional liaison to Mexico & 

Guatemala. Last Monday’s page in the Mission Yearbook for Prayer and Study was 

about the immigrant ministry of University Presbyterian Church in El Paso, Texas. Miss 

Craft wrote, “We could spend hours arguing over the United States’ complex and 

restrictive immigration laws. We could spend hours talking about governments that lack 

the will or ability to care, protect, or provide for their citizenry. We could spend hours 

talking about how sovereign governments have the right to protect their borders. We 

could spend hours arguing about why people cross without the proper documents into 

the United States. We could spend hours talking about how the economy of the United 

States is intensely dependent on cheap labor and cheap materials. However, … these 

questions are not the urgent ones. 

As Christians we are called to reach out to those in need.”  In Matthew 25:37-39, 

Jesus says, “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 

something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave 

me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” His 

disciples responded by asking when did they do these things to him. Jesus replies that 

when we do these things to the least of God’s children, we do them to God. These acts 

of mercy done in God’s name are done for God. That is what is urgent. That is our call 

as Christians, 

Praise the Lord! 
Happy are those who delight in God’s word. Amen. 
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