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THE OLD TESTAMENT FOUNDATION
FOR SEPARATION
by
Robert V. McCabe1
etroit Baptist Theological Seminary began in 1976, and this fall
semester marks the beginning of its 27th year of its existence. The
D
founding of the seminary was a result of the ministry of a separatistic
fundamental Baptist church, Inter-City Baptist, and its fundamentalist
pastor, Dr. William R. Rice. As a ministry of a fundamental Baptist
church, DBTS started as “a seminary committed to solid theological
education combined with an uncompromising commitment to separatist fundamentalism.”2 Since its inception, DBTS has remained unashamedly committed to its fundamentalist moorings as reflected by it
seminars,3 publications4 and academic environment.
The fundamentalist movement has been committed to a literal exposition and defense of core biblical doctrines, a militant exposure of
non-biblical expressions of these truths, and an ecclesiastical separation
from those who deviate from these scriptural beliefs.5 What sets
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historic fundamentalism apart from new evangelicalism is not necessarily the core doctrines,6 but a militant defense of these doctrines, one
of which is the consistent practice of ecclesiastical separation. In short,
what makes fundamentalism distinct is the doctrine of ecclesiastical
separation. Article 15 of DBTS’s doctrinal statement clearly affirms
this doctrine: “Ecclesiastical separation is the refusal to collaborate with
a church, ecclesiastical organization, or religious leader which does not
hold to the fundamental, cardinal doctrines of the Christian faith, and
a like refusal concerning those who maintain connections or are content to walk with those who do not hold to the fundamental, cardinal
doctrines of the Christian faith.”7 As this article affirms, the doctrine of
ecclesiastical separation focuses upon local churches and ecclesiastical
organizations in the church age.
If ecclesiastical separation pertains to the New Testament church
and if there is a consistent distinction between the theocratic nation of
Israel and the church,8 does this mean that the Old Testament has no
bearing on the subject? It is my contention that ecclesiastical separation is based upon an on-going theological principle transcending all
dispensations: God’s holiness is the foundation for his people’s growth
in holiness.9 My purpose in this article is to demonstrate that the Old
Testament teaches this theological principle. This principle lends itself
to a twofold treatment: the foundation of God’s holiness and the development of holiness in his people.
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THE HOLINESS OF GOD
The biblical doctrine of separation is predicated upon the holiness
of God.10 While we wish to avoid unwarrantedly exalting one of God’s
attributes to the exclusion or subordination of any of his other attributes,11 God’s holiness reflects the excellence of God’s moral purity that
permeates his essential nature and work.12 In perfect coordination with
all of his other attributes, God’s holiness is coextensive with everything
that can be attributed to God13 and, consequently, has far-reaching
implications in understanding his work in all creation. In this sense,
holiness “defines the godness of God.”14 God “is holy in everything
that reveals Him, in His goodness and grace as well as in His justice
and wrath.”15 Therefore, a biblically informed understanding of God’s
holiness is an absolute prerequisite for comprehending and applying
the doctrine of separation.
The Qadash Word Group and Holiness
In the Old Testament, the complex of words most often associated
with the concept of holiness is the qadash word group.16 This complex
of words is related to the verb vd' q;, to “be holy, removed from common use.”17 This verb along with its derivative forms is found in the
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Old Testament 842 times.18 While there are some different explanations about the etymological background for the root word vd'q;,19 these
differences are insignificant since etymology has limited value in demonstrating the semantics of a word. Because of the frequent use of the
qadash group of words, these words have a range of nuances. On a
general level, this range reflects the concepts of separation from evil to
good, separation from common to holy use, and the basic nature of
holiness.20 Because of the importance of this word group in delineating
the Old Testament concept of God’s holiness, we will presently survey
the general uses of the verb vd'q; and its cognates with specific attention
given to its use with Israel’s God.
The verb vd'q; (to “be holy, removed from common use”) is found
11 times in the Qal stem and delineates “that which belongs to the
sphere of the sacred.”21 This state of holiness was a result of Levitical
ritual. In Exodus 29:21, 37; 30:29, “certain objects used in the Levitical service were consecrated to God and were thus recognized as belonging to the realm of the sacred.”22 Generally speaking, when the
verb is used in the Piel and Hiphil stems, it presents the activity used
to set apart a person or object from common to sacred use.23 In the
Piel stem of vd'q;, God “set apart” the Sabbath for his own purposes
(Gen 2:3; Exod 31:13). For his own purposes, God also “set apart” the
tent of meeting and the Aaronic priestly line (Exod 29:44). In the
Hiphil stem of this verb, God “set apart” for himself the firstborn from
men and animals (Num 8:17). He also “set apart” the temple for his
name (1 Kgs 9:3).24 When this verb is used in the Niphal stem and
God is its subject, the verb may denote God’s “self-representation of
his holiness in Israel.”25 In Leviticus 10:1–3, God “proves his holiness
18
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by judging sin.… His holiness is also demonstrated in his adherence to
his promises” (Ezek 20:41, 28:25, 39:27).26 Thus, the verbal uses reflect what is properly holy or the activity that separates a person or an
object from the realm of common use to the sacred.
Three Cognates in the Qadash Word Group
The verb vd'q; also has other significant cognate words such as vD;q]mi
(“sanctuary”),27 v/dq; (“holy”),28 and vd,q ø& (“holiness”).29 We will briefly
examine each of these three cognates. First, the noun vD;q]mi (“sanctuary”) is used 74 times in the Old Testament,30 and is most often used
as a designation for either the tabernacle or the temple,31 each one a
divinely appointed place set apart for worship. Second, the adjective
v/dq; (“holy”) is found 116 times in the Hebrew text,32 and “denominates that which is intrinsically sacred or which has been admitted to
the sphere of the sacred by divine rite or cultic act.”33 This adjective
may be used in connection with people (Deut 14:2), things (Exod
29:31), “the day on which Ezra read the law (Neh 8:9, 10, 11) and the
water used to test the woman suspected of adultery (Num 5:17).”34
When this adjective “holy” (v/dq;) is used in connection with God,
it has great theological significance. The divine title “the Holy One of
Israel” is used 32 times in the Old Testament, with 25 uses in the book
of Isaiah and 7 uses outside of Isaiah.35 Isaiah uses this title to contrast
the morally defective Israelite community of his day with God’s absolute moral perfection (Isa 30:11) and separation from sin (Isa 17:7),
his moral holiness. This adjective may also be used to refer to God’s
absolute separation from the created order, his transcendent holiness.
In Isaiah’s vision of the LORD, he summarizes this vision in 6:1–5. In
this context, Isaiah’s three uses of v/dq; in v. 3 reflect both God’s
26
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transcendent and moral holiness.36 In v. 1 Isaiah describes God’s majestic splendor as being “lofty and exalted, with the train of His robe
filling the temple.”37 When the LORD speaks in v. 4, “the foundations
of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who called out, while
the temple was filling with smoke.” Isaiah’s description pictures a God
who is majestically separate from his creation. In v. 2 the seraphim
respond to God’s glorious presence by covering themselves with their
wings. What should not be missed is that the seraphim are sinless angelic creatures, and, consequently, their response is not one of a sinful
creature recognizing the absolute separation between the Holy and the
unholy but a response recognizing the absolute separation between the
Creator and his creation. As a result of their sinless creaturely submission, they feel compelled to respond by covering themselves.38 As a
continuous act of worship, the seraphim cry out in v. 3: “Holy, Holy,
Holy, is the LORD of hosts, the whole earth is full of His glory.”39
Since the seraphim are not tainted with sin, as is the case for fallen
humanity, their worship is not their reaction to God’s moral purity but
their reaction to his transcendent holiness.40 Thus, Isaiah’s use of v/dq;
reflects this aspect of God’s holiness. Berkhof refers to God’s transcendent holiness as his “majesty-holiness,” and describes this as God’s absolute “distinction from all His creatures.”41
While Isaiah was undoubtedly overwhelmed by God’s majestic
holiness, his worship in v. 5 is an expression of God’s moral holiness,
the separation of the Holy from the unholy: “Then I said, ‘Woe is me,
for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among
a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of
hosts.’” Isaiah’s worship is a submissive response to God’s moral holiness, his absolute separation from anything evil and commitment to
his own moral purity and goodness.42 Strong refers to God’s moral
36
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holiness as his “self-affirming purity.”43 Berkhof refers to God’s moral
holiness as “ethical holiness” and provides this definition: “that perfection of God, in virtue of which He eternally wills and maintains His
own moral excellence, abhors sin, and demands purity in his moral
creatures.”44 Therefore, when v/dq; is used in connection with God, it
has two aspects: majestic transcendence and moral purity.45
Finally, the noun vd,q ø&, “holiness,” is used 469 times in the Old
Testament.46 It focuses on “the essential nature of that which belongs
to the sphere of the sacred and which is thus distinct from the common or profane.”47 In Leviticus 10:10 and Ezekiel 22:26, the distinction between the common and the sacred is apparent from the
antithetical relationship between the “profane” (ljø) and “holy” (vd,q ø&).
Thus, “holiness” (vd,q ø&) involves a separation of the holy from the
common. An inherent aspect of the Israelite theocracy involved maintaining an inviolable distinction between the realm of holiness and the
realm of the common.48 This fundamental distinction was seen in the
Sabbath observance. Restrictions were set up to maintain the distinction between this “holy day” and the other six days of the week (Exod
16:23–26; Isa 58:13–14). This distinction is further seen in the priesthood. Since priests were set apart for God’s service, restrictions governed them to avoid violating their distinction (Lev 21:16). On a more
general level, this distinction is apparent in that things set apart to God
were considered within the realm of the sacred. They were regarded as
“holy.” The “holy things” included objects set apart for worship (Lev
5:15–16), the produce from the land (Lev 19:24), and spoil acquired
from war (Josh 6:19).49 Whatever the holy God set apart as vd,q ø& was
separated from common use and consecrated for his own holy purpose.
The fundamental reason why anything set apart by God entered
into the realm of the sacred is that it was an expression of the holy
purpose of Israel’s holy God. In contrast to the pagan deities of the
ancient Near East whose basic natures were consumed by the same
43
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unholy passions as man, God’s basic nature is one of intrinsic moral
purity: God is absolutely separated from all evil and is totally consecrated to his own inherent purity and goodness. When Habakkuk
compared the decadent Judean society of his day to God’s moral holiness, his response to God was “Your eyes are too pure to approve evil,
and You can not look on wickedness with favor” (1:13). This text reflects that God is constitutionally separated from any form of evil. It is
then no surprise that the noun vd,q ø& (“holiness”) is used to stress God’s
absolute separation from any syncretistic connection with ancient Near
Eastern religions. In Leviticus 20:3, any Israelite who sacrifices his
child to Molech profanes God’s “holy [vd,q ø&] name,” and must be cut
off from Israel: “I will also set My face against that man and will cut
him off from among his people, because he has given some of his offspring to Molech, so as to defile My sanctuary and to profane My holy
[vd,q ø&] name.” In Amos 2:7–8 God indicts Israel for their idolatrous
immorality: “A man and his father resort to the same girl in order to
profane My holy [vd,q ø&] name. On garments taken as pledges they
stretch out beside every altar.” Because of Israel’s compromise with
apostasy and violation of God’s moral law, God would completely destroy Israel’s northern kingdom (2:6): “Thus says the LORD, ‘For three
transgressions of Israel and for four I will not revoke its punishment.’”
Compromise with pagan religious practices is a violation of God’s
own self-affirming moral purity. Because religious compromise is antithetical to God’s holy character, his “holy [vd,q ø&] name,” it brings his
holy judgment. God’s holy constitutional reaction to sinful compromise issues forth in radical separation. Furthermore, God’s holiness is
coupled with his holy omnipotence. The contrast between the unholy
impotence of the Egyptian pantheon of gods and the holy omnipotence of the Lord is poetically highlighted in the Mosaic song of victory (Exod 15:11): “Who is like You among the gods, O LORD? Who
is like You, majestic in holiness [vd,q ø&], awesome in praises, working
wonders?” In this verse Moses exalts the Lord’s majestic holiness. Additionally, we should note that “holiness,” vd,q ø&, is sometimes a virtual
synonym for God. Returning again to the eighth century prophet
Amos, he reflects this synonymous nature in two passages: Amos 4:2,
“the LORD God has sworn by His holiness [vd,q ø&],” and 6:8, “the LORD
God has sworn by Himself.” Through this synthesis, Amos’s theology
reflects that God’s very nature is paralleled by God’s holiness. This
close connection is also seen in Psalm 89:35: “Once I have sworn by
My holiness [vd,q ø&]; and I will not lie to David.”50 Thus, swearing by
50
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God’s holiness in this text is tantamount to swearing by God himself.51
This biblical data indicates that God is intrinsically holy, and God’s
own holiness requires separation from anything that is contrary to his
moral character.52
We have attempted to survey the general uses of the verb vd'q; and
three other cognate words with specific attention focused on their significance for the holiness of God. An important aspect of the semantics
of this word group revolves around the nuance of separation. This
separation involves the removal of an object or being from common
use or evil and consecration to the sphere of holiness. When vd'q; and
its cognates are applied to God, we have seen that God’s holiness relates to his transcendent holiness and his moral purity. Both of these
aspects of God’s holiness appear in Psalm 99. Three times in this
psalm God is extolled as “holy,” v/dq; (vv. 3, 5, 9). In vv. 1–3 God is
pictured in his transcendent holiness. He is separated in his role as
king over all the earth. In vv. 4–5 God loves justice and does what is
right and just. This is to say God is consecrated to his own absolute
moral purity.53 Thus, because God is majestically and morally holy, he
“is the great Separatist.”54 God’s perfection of holiness is the necessary
foundation for the development of holiness in his people.55 With this
as the basis, we need to consider how this has an impact on his people.
THE HOLINESS OF GOD’S PEOPLE
Predicated upon his own holiness, God has been separating out for
himself since creation a people to follow, in faith, his pattern of holiness. God’s concern for a holy people is concisely commanded in
1 Peter 1:16: “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” What at times may be
missed is that Peter is applying an Old Testament principle taken from
passages like Leviticus 19:2: “You shall be holy [v/dq;] for I the LORD
your God am holy [v/dq;]” (see also Lev 11:44). God’s command to
follow his pattern of holiness is of necessity a call to imitate his moral
holiness, and God’s people must separate from anything that hinders
them from pursuing after moral holiness. Thus, God’s desire was to
51
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call out a people who were separated from anything that God prohibited and exclusively devoted to God’s moral character and will. This
call to imitate God’s moral holiness is the Old Testament principle
that is foundational for the New Testament doctrine of ecclesiastical
separation. In setting forth the Old Testament development of holiness in Israel, God’s elect nation, we will draw upon the qadash word
group, though not exclusively, and briefly show what God’s expectations were for his “holy nation.” The holiness of God’s people may be
organized into two theological units: God’s election of Israel and God’s
prescribed requirements for Israel’s holiness.
God’s Theocratic Election
God’s theocratic election of Israel is an expression of separatism.
God’s holiness is reflected by his unconditional choice of Israel to be
uniquely separated unto the LORD. Based upon his own holy and good
pleasure (Deut 4:37), God separated Israel from all the peoples of the
earth to make them his “holy people.” This point is lucidly given in
Deuteronomy 7:1–11. The basis of God’s election is stated in the
middle of this text in vv. 6–8: “For you are a holy [v/dq;] people to the
LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you to be a people
for His treasured possession56 out of all the peoples who are on the face
of the earth. The LORD did not set His love on you nor choose you
because you were more in number than any of the peoples, for you
were the fewest of all peoples, but because the LORD loved you and
kept the oath which He swore to your forefathers, the LORD brought
you out by a mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.” The LORD’s desire in
his election of Israel was to separate Israel from all peoples of the earth
in order to demonstrate that they were his “holy people,” God’s “treasured possession” (see also Exod 19:5–6).
What did God’s desire with his election of Israel as his holy nation
involve? This desire is stated negatively in vv. 1–5 and then positively
in vv. 9–11. The negative aspect of God’s desire, vv. 1–5, was militant
and radical separatism:
When the LORD your God brings you into the land where you are entering to possess it, and clears away many nations before you, the Hittites
and the Girgashites and the Amorites and the Canaanites and the Perizzites and the Hivites and the Jebusites, seven nations greater and
56
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stronger than you, and when the LORD your God delivers them before
you and you defeat them, then you shall utterly destroy them. You shall
make no covenant with them and show no favor to them. Furthermore,
you shall not intermarry with them; you shall not give your daughters to
their sons, nor shall you take their daughters for your sons. For they will
turn your sons away from following Me to serve other gods; then the anger of the LORD will be kindled against you and He will quickly destroy
you. But thus you shall do to them: you shall tear down their altars, and
smash their sacred pillars, and hew down their Asherim, and burn their
graven images with fire.

If the idolatrous nations residing in Canaan were not exterminated,
Israel would form alliances with them and Israel’s sons and daughters
would enter into marital relationships with idolaters. This would result
in the holy nation becoming an unholy nation of apostates. The only
way to avoid becoming apostate was to repudiate “inclusivistic” alliances. To avoid the implantation of the seeds of apostasy, the enemy
had to be completely eradicated. The negative side of holiness is complete separation from whatever God prohibits.
The book of Numbers indicates how inclusiveness leads to the
ruination of holiness. In response to the king of Moab’s offer of riches,
the false prophet Balaam attempted to pronounce a curse on Israel.
However, God sovereignly intervened and Balaam consequently pronounced a blessing on Israel (Num 22–24). To acquire Balak’s offer of
riches, Balaam devised a subtler plan to eliminate Israel as a threat to
Moab. By associating with the Moabites, developing improper relationships with their women, and worshipping false gods (Num 25:1–9;
31:1–24), God’s holy nation was corrupted “through the counsel of
Balaam” (Num 31:16). While Balaam could not pronounce a curse
upon Israel, he was able to corrupt them through his inclusivistic approach. On three different occasions in the New Testament (2 Pet
2:15–16; Jude 11; Rev 2:14), Balaam’s type of ministry is condemned.
God’s separatistic holiness is incited against the inclusivistic approach
of mixing true religion with false religion.57
Having examined the negative aspect of God’s election of Israel,
we need to look at the positive aspect in Deuteronomy 7:9–11:
Know therefore that the LORD your God, He is God, the faithful God,
who keeps His covenant and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with those who love Him and keep His commandments; but repays
those who hate Him to their faces, to destroy them; He will not delay
with him who hates Him, He will repay him to his face. Therefore, you
shall keep the commandment and the statutes and the judgments which I
57
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am commanding you today, to do them.

To persevere as God’s holy nation, Israel had to love their covenant
LORD and to keep his commandments. The positive side of holiness
was consecration to their holy God and his moral law.
In the final analysis, Israel’s election is a separation from the nations unto the Lord. Based upon God’s electing purposes, the theocratic nation “is a separated people—separated unto the Lord—and
therefore is holy not first of all because of any virtue but simply because of its set-apartness.”58
God’s Requirements for Holiness
Because God’s electing purposes separated Israel from the other
nations to be his holy nation, Israel was to demonstrate God’s electing
purposes by following his prescribed will for holiness. God’s prescriptive requirements for holiness were written in the Mosaic Covenant. If
the separated nation was to faithfully follow their Covenant Lord who
is majestically and morally holy, they must necessarily approach God
in terms of the holiness that he requires. God prescribed his standards
of holiness in the Mosaic Covenant. God gave the Mosaic Covenant to
symbolize his election of Israel. The Mosaic Covenant is a suzerainvassal treaty, expressing the conditions that the Suzerain offered his
vassal Israel. If Israel would follow the Mosaic Covenant, then they
would be God’s “treasured possession,” “a kingdom of priests and a
holy [v/dq;] nation” (Exod 19:5–6). In Exodus 19, Israel positively responded to the LORD’s covenant offer: “all that the LORD has spoken
we will do” (v. 8). In effect, Israel was formally acknowledging that
they were willing to follow all of God’s admonitions and prohibitions
set forth in the Mosaic Covenant.
The Mosaic Covenant has two expressions in the Pentateuch. The
first expression is known as the Sinai Covenant, and it is the written
expression of the Mosaic Covenant for the first generation of Israelites
who left Egypt. In its strictest sense, the Sinai Covenant is found in
Exodus 20–23, but it is extended to include the remainder of Exodus
through Leviticus 26, with Leviticus 27 serving as an appendix and the
book of Numbers as a historical recounting of Israel’s life under the
Sinai Covenant during their wilderness wanderings. The connection of
Leviticus 26 with the preceding material is precisely stated in v. 46:
“These are the statues and ordinances and laws which the LORD established between Himself and the sons of Israel through Moses at Mount
Sinai.” This conditional covenant with its detailed regulations and
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restrictions was given to Moses at Mount Sinai.59 The second expression is the Deuteronomic Covenant and is the application of the Mosaic Covenant for the second generation of Israelites who would live in
the promised land of Canaan. This conditional covenant is found in
the book of Deuteronomy. Both expressions of the Mosaic Covenant
were intended to make Israel a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”
Therefore, excluding the introduction to the Pentateuch, Genesis, the
Pentateuch focuses on God’s elect nation living under the prescribed
conditions for holiness as outlined in the Mosaic Covenant.
Of specific interest for this essay is that, out of the 842 Old Testament uses of the qadash word group, approximately 350 are found in
those books containing the Mosaic Covenant, Exodus to Deuteronomy.60 While some of these reflect truth about God’s holy character,
many of the 350 uses of the qadash family of words focus on the cultic
and moral requirements for Israel to develop as a holy nation. Under
the Mosaic Covenant, rituals of holiness were prescribed when sacrifices were offered. Israel had many holy occasions, such as the Sabbath
and holy feasts. The priests had holy garments, and the high priest’s
breastplate was inscribed with “Holy to the LORD.” Israel had holy
water and holy money. A dominant use of the qadash word group
pertains to cultic and ritual aspects of holiness presented in the Mosaic
Covenant.61 While Leviticus 17–25 includes cultic aspects of holiness,
the context focuses on the moral aspects of holiness.62 In these chapters
Israel is called upon to obey all of God’s law in every aspect of life in
order to be “be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev 19:2).
Thus, at the beginning of the Old Testament canon, we can see that
God had a significant concern for producing a people who would reflect his moral holiness.63 This suggests that a substantial reason for
God electing Israel and giving them the Mosaic Covenant was to produce a people who reflect his holiness. Thus, the message of the
59
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Mosaic Covenant is “be holy, because I am holy” (Lev 11:44).
The holy God’s separation of Israel from all other nations was to
be mirrored in Israel’s separatistic holiness. Along a similar line, Frame
has indicated that “Israel’s holiness, like God’s, involves both separation and moral purity. They are separated from all other nations as
God’s people (Deut. 7:1–6), and they are to image God’s ethical perfection (Lev. 19:1).”64 The holy regulations and restrictions built into
the Mosaic Covenant were designed to make a statement about Israel’s
separation to God. As the Mosaic Covenant was set up to reflect God’s
separation of Israel, so his law was designed to reflect Israel’s separation
to God. If Israel were committed to the God of holiness, then they
would consistently separate from the forms of evil God prohibited and
show devotion to the forms of holiness God commanded. In fact, the
principle of separation provides a rationale that harmonizes the diverse
laws found in Exodus to Deuteronomy.
Why does God prohibit planting two different kinds of seed in a
vineyard? What is so sinful about wearing clothes woven together from
two different kinds of material (Lev 19:19)? When fruit trees were initially planted in a vineyard, why were Israelites forbidden to eat any
fruit from the trees during their first three years of fruit bearing and
then required to dedicate the fourth year of fruit to their Covenant
Lord (Lev 19:23–24)? To the modern reader, these types of laws may
seem rather arbitrary and even ridiculous. To complicate this scenario
even further, why were some animals considered clean and others unclean? Leviticus 11 provides a list of clean and unclean animals. In this
list, the Lord established criteria to determine whether an animal was
clean or unclean. Animals that have split hoofs and chew their food
thoroughly65 were considered clean. Since sheep and cattle meet this
requirement, they were considered clean and therefore could be eaten.
However, animals that did not have one or the other were considered
unclean. Rabbits chew their food thoroughly, yet do not have split
hoofs. Therefore, rabbits were considered unclean and could not be
eaten. Pigs have split hoofs, yet do not chew their food thoroughly.
Therefore, pigs were regarded as unclean and could not be eaten.
However, what ultimately makes an animal that has split hoofs and
64
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chews its food thoroughly clean? What makes an animal lacking in one
or the other unclean? Various explanations have been suggested to explain the differences reflected by these types of laws, especially the laws
related to clean and unclean animals.66
While aspects of these various explanations may have some merit,
the segment of the Mosaic Covenant found in Leviticus 19–20 provides an explicit rationale for correlating these laws. At the beginning
and end of these two chapters, the Lord sets parameters for his various
laws with “be holy, for I, the LORD…am holy” (Lev 19:2, 20:26). At
various points in these chapters God punctuates his various laws with
“I am the LORD your God” (19:2, 3, 4, 10, 25, 31, 34, 36; 20:7, 24).
God’s repeated emphasis certainly gives the impression that Israel’s
covenant relationship with their Lord required them to mirror his holiness in their lifestyle. At the conclusion of Leviticus 20, Moses develops this more fully in his theological explanation in vv. 22–26:
You are therefore to keep all My statutes and all My ordinances and
do them, so that the land to which I am bringing you to live will not
spew you out. Moreover, you shall not follow the customs of the nation
which I will drive out before you, for they did all these things, and
therefore I have abhorred them. Hence I have said to you, You are to
possess their land, and I Myself will give it to you to possess it, a land
flowing with milk and honey. I am the LORD your God, who has separated [ld'B]; 67 you from the peoples. You are therefore to make a distinction [ld'B;] between the clean animal and the unclean, and between the
unclean bird and the clean; and you shall not make yourselves detestable
by animal or by bird or by anything that creeps on the ground, which I
have separated [ld'B;] for you as unclean. Thus you are to be holy [v/dq;]
to Me, for I the LORD am holy [v/dq;]; and I have set you apart [ld'B;]
from the peoples to be Mine.

The laws enumerated in Leviticus 19–20 reflect on Israel’s position as a nation separated unto their Covenant Lord. Israel’s sovereign
and holy Suzerain despised the wicked lifestyle of the Canaanites and
desired that Israel’s lifestyle reflect a holy separation unto him. Therefore, as McCune has said, “Separatism was a way of life, not just a
matter of food, seed, animals, and garments. Their relationship to God
and the other nations was depicted in these graphic visual aids. What
probably provoked scorn and ridicule from others was a badge of
honor for them. The principle of separation was woven by God into
66
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their social structure, into the very warp and woof of everyday life.”68
Consequently, Israel’s lifestyle was to be characterized by a separatistic
holiness: separation from all that God prohibits and a devotion to all
that God commands.
How involved were God’s requirements for separation? And how
involved was devotion to God’s commands? God’s prohibitions that
required separation may range from touching an unclean object that
made a person unclean until evening to those activities that required
permanent separation by death. A commitment to follow the detailed
commands for holiness as outlined in the Mosaic Covenant reflects a
full devotion to God.69 Some forms of uncleanness lasted for only a
day. If any person sat on an object, such as a bed, that had become
unclean from contact with a bodily discharge, the person who sat on
the unclean object became unclean. The person made unclean through
contact with an unclean object was required to wash his clothes and
bathe in water. This person was considered “unclean until evening”
(Lev 15:1–5), and this state of uncleanness prohibited him from going
to the Tabernacle until the evening.70 Leviticus 15 describes more extensive forms of uncleanness that could last for longer periods of time
and also require sin and burnt offerings. More severe forms of uncleanness, such as infectious skin diseases (Lev 13–14), required an
infected person to live outside the camp. There are other forms of uncleanness that required cleansing procedures and other prohibitions. In
Leviticus 12, after an Israelite woman gave birth to a boy, she was prohibited for 40 days from touching any thing holy and from going to
the Tabernacle. An Israelite woman followed the same pattern of separation with the birth of a daughter but this period of separation lasted
80 days rather than the 40 for a boy. When the period of her
68
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uncleanness was complete, she was required to present a burnt offering
and a sin offering to a priest at the Tabernacle. Moses precisely describes this procedure, and he even associates the uncleanness with the
discharge of blood. While we clearly see in Leviticus 12 that the difference between 40 days and 80 days is a gender issue, Moses never provides a theological explanation for the difference.71 In contrast to other
nations, these types of distinctions reflect that separatism was a way of
life for godly Israelites (Lev 20:24–26), and godly Israelites had a
Spirit-given desire to follow all of God’s commands because they were
devoted to their holy Suzerain.72
To protect the moral and theological integrity of God’s holy people, God required capital punishment for gross sexual and religious
violations of the Mosaic Covenant. Moral violations requiring capital
punishment include some of these: cursing or striking one’s parents
(Exod 21:15, 17), violations of the Sabbath (Exod 31:14–17; 35:2),
adultery and other immoral sexual perversions (Lev 20:10–21), a false
witness in a capital case (Deut 19:16–21), blasphemy (Lev 24:14, 16,
23), witchcraft (Lev 20:27), false pretension to prophecy (Deut
13:1–15, 18–20), and others.73 We will briefly look at three examples
of capital crimes to show their connection with Israel’s practice of
separatistic holiness.
First, according to Deuteronomy 13:1–5, if an Old Testament
prophet’s predictions come to pass yet he encourages fellow Israelites
to worship false gods (“Let us go after other gods, whom you have not
known, and let us serve them,” v. 2), the prophet has shown his true
nature and consequently must be executed. This very point was made
in v. 5: “But that prophet or that dreamer of dreams shall be put to
death, because he has counseled rebellion against the LORD your God
71
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who brought you from the land of Egypt and redeemed you from the
house of slavery, to seduce you from the way in which the LORD your
God commanded you to walk.” If Israel was God’s separate nation,
why did he ultimately raise up this type of prophet? He did this to give
Israel a barometer to test their holiness. Verses 3–4 state it like this:
“you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of
dreams; for the LORD your God is testing you to find out if you love
the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul. You
shall follow the LORD your God and fear Him; and you shall keep His
commandments, listen to His voice, serve Him, and cling to Him.”
While God speaks in human terms, he does not need to know what
was in Israel’s heart, he already knew. Rather, his intention is to show
Israel what was in their own hearts (cf. Jer 17:9–10), and to challenge
Israel to be completely devoted to him. Idolatrous practices are an insidious religious cancer and as such it must be completely eradicated:
“So you shall purge the evil from among you” (v. 5). How much did
Israel love their Suzerain? Their response to apostate prophets gave an
answer. Because of the incipient danger in allowing a conducive milieu
for apostasy, God required a permanent separation from apostate
prophets.
Second, a lifestyle of separatism needed to be practiced among
those most intimately associated with an Israelite. What if an Israelite’s
closest friends and loved ones became involved in some form of false
worship? The answer is provided in Deuteronomy 13:6–11. A source
of temptation for idolatry may come from those an Israelite loved the
most: “If your brother, your mother’s son, or your son or daughter, or
the wife you cherish, or your friend who is as your own soul, entice
you secretly, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods’ (whom neither
you nor your fathers have known, of the gods of the peoples who are
around you, near you or far from you, from one end of the earth to the
other end)” (vv. 6–7). In this type of situation, the Israelite being enticed had to make sure that his loved one was stoned and, in fact, the
tempted Israelite had to lead the way in the actual execution of his
loved one: “You shall not yield to him or listen to him; and your eye
shall not pity him, nor shall you spare or conceal him. But you shall
surely kill him; your hand shall be first against him to put him to
death, and afterwards the hand of all the people. So you shall stone
him to death because he has sought to seduce you from the LORD your
God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of the house of
slavery” (vv. 8–10).74 To lead the way in executing an apostate loved
74
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one is an acid test of one’s love for God. While we have seen in Deuteronomy 13:5 that execution was necessary to purge out the evil,
Moses provides a practical reason why public stoning was necessary:
“Then all Israel will hear and be afraid, and will never again do such a
wicked thing among you” (v. 11). This type of public execution puts
the fear of God into the heart of weaker professing believers who are
more prone to be lead astray. From the human perspective, if Israel
had consistently practiced this type of separation, they might have
avoided becoming an apostate nation.
Third, when an Israelite was aware of a fellow Israelite worshipping Molech by offering child sacrifices and he did nothing to expose
his sinning friend’s idolatrous aberrations, he put himself in the position to be judged by God. This is the situation described in Leviticus
20:1–5. If an Israelite was involved in this type of false worship, the
people of the community were to stone him. Molech worship was a
detestable practice found in Palestine that required children to be offered to Molech.75 According to v. 3, this practice defiled the LORD’s
sanctuary and profaned his “holy [vd,q ø&] name.” Since prosecution was
left to the initiative of individual Israelites, it was easy to look the other
way, “and let sleeping dogs lie. Indeed, those most likely to know
about someone’s apostasy to Molech would be close neighbors and
members of the family, who would naturally be most loath to prosecute. But loyalty to God must override ties of blood and friendship.”76
An Israelite who had been regenerated by God’s Spirit would demonstrate his absolute devotion to the Lordship of his God by practicing
whatever form of separation God required and to whomever it had to
be applied.
Having surveyed our second theological argument about God’s
standards for holiness as prescribed in the Mosaic Covenant, we have
attempted to demonstrate that the Mosaic requirements involved every
apostate tendencies in order to remain as witnesses within Israel. In my understanding
this compares apples and oranges, as Pickering has stated: “It proves nothing, however,
with regard to the validity of Biblical separation. The prophets were members of a
theocracy, a state governed by God. In such an entity the political and the religious
were bound together. Today, however, there is no comparable body…. The New
Testament church is a free society, composed of those who voluntarily unite with it in
response to God’s saving grace and to His instruction through His Word. No New
Testament mandate binds bodies of believers to one another in a visible organization”
(Biblical Separation, p. 173).
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fabric of life for the Israelite. What links together the various aspects of
the Mosaic Covenant is Israel’s “set-apartness.” Israel’s prescribed way
of life was one of separatism.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this article was to present the Old Testament evidence affirming that God’s holiness is the basis for the development of
holiness in Israel. In developing this purpose, we initially examined the
holiness of God. The argumentation about God’s holiness revolved
around an examination of the qadash (“holiness”) family of words. The
range of uses in this word group reflects the concepts of separation
from evil to good or from common to holy use and of the basic nature
of holiness. It was seen from the semantic analysis that God is majestically and morally holy. God’s majestic holiness refers to the inviolable
distinction between the Creator and the creation. God’s moral holiness
is his “self-affirming purity.” Since it is impossible for anything in the
created realm to imitate God’s majestic holiness, God’s elect nation
was called to imitate his moral holiness.
In the explication of this article’s purpose, we next examined the
development of holiness in God’s theocratic nation around two theological principles: God’s election of Israel and his prescribed requirements for Israel. Based primarily upon Deuteronomy 7:1–11, the
argument was that God’s theocratic election of Israel was an expression
of separatism. As God’s elect nation, Israel was God’s “treasured possession” and a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” Israel’s election
was a separation from the nations unto the Lord. With the second
theological principle, attention was given to God’s prescriptive requirements for holiness being written in the Mosaic Covenant, as expressed in Exodus to Deuteronomy. Based upon Leviticus 20:24–26, a
proper understanding of separatism links together the diverse cultic
and moral aspects of the Mosaic Covenant. The holy regulations and
restrictions built into the Mosaic Covenant were designed to make a
statement about Israel’s separation to God. Though the Israelite nation
as a group living under the dispensation of law ultimately rejected their
separatistic position, God still redeemed his own, individual Israelites
that faithfully separated from anything that hindered their pursuit of
the moral holiness that their God desired. Because Old Testament believers genuinely loved their Covenant Lord, they were devoted to
whatever the LORD prescribed as holy and separated from whatever he
prohibited. They were a people marked by this type of holiness, because God said “be holy for I the LORD your God am holy” (Lev
11:44). A principle that transcends all dispensations is that God’s holiness is the basis for the development of holiness in his people.

