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 “God Is . . . Holy” 
Part 4 - Text: Isaiah 6:1-7 

~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on May 6, 2018 by Pastor Barton Priebe 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE 1) I have no story with which to begin my message. No illustration. No 

thought-provoking question.  All the ways in which I have been taught how to preach seem 
woefully inadequate before this text on the holiness of God.   

o The holiness of God is not a feel-good thing like soaking up the warm rays of the sun 

on a beach in Hawaii, comfortable and content.  

 As we come to consider the holiness of God we will find ourselves being pushed closer to the 
sun itself.  As we come near the holy God, it will be like coming near the surface of the sun 

with its temperatures of 6000 degrees Celsius. 

o And just when we think we are far beyond where human flesh can go, we will be 
plunged into the core of the sun itself where temperatures reach 15 million degrees. 

 This morning we are not viewing God from afar basking in his warmth.  No, 

we are being plunged into His core.  To consider the holiness of God is to 
consider the Godness of God.   

 God’s holiness is dreadfully beautiful. It is traumatically glorious.  It is 

terribly magnificent. 

 Chuck Colson was the Special Counsel for President Richard Nixon when the Watergate 
Scandal exploded.  On June 1, 1973 Colson was baffled when one of his close friends 

accepted Jesus Christ.  In his book Loving God Colson writes how after he left his friend’s 

house he sat in his car and began to weep uncontrollably. 

o “That night I was confronted with my own sin - not just Watergate's dirty tricks, 

but the sin deep within me, the hidden evil that lives in every human heart.  It was 

painful and I could not escape.”  Colson was being plunged into the core.  As he 

considered his sin, God’s holiness was dreadful.   
 But then he writes how that holiness turned to compelling beauty.  “I cried 

out to God and found myself drawn irresistibly into his waiting arms. That 

was the night I gave my life to Jesus Christ and began the greatest 
adventure of my life.”1 

 Although Colson had experienced a taste of God’s holiness that night, deeper experiences 

were still to come.  Like many of us, Colson later found himself in a spiritually dry time.  A 
friend suggested he watch a series of lectures by R.C. Sproul on the Holiness of God.  Here is 

what Colson writes,  

o “All I knew about Sproul was that he was a theologian, so I wasn’t enthusiastic. 

After all I reasoned, theology was for people who had time to study, locked in ivory 
towers far from the battlefield of human need. However, at my friend's urging I 

finally agreed to watch Sproul’s series.  By the end of the sixth lecture I was on my 

knees, deep in prayer, in awe of God's absolute holiness.  It was a life-changing 
experience as I gained a completely new understanding of the holy God I believe in 

                                                 
1 Charles Colson, Loving God, 247. 
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and worship.  My spiritual drought ended, but this taste for the majesty of God only 

made me thirst for more of him.”2 
 It is my great prayer this morning that God, in his grace, would give us a life changing 

experience; that he would so reveal his holiness that those who have never tasted it would, 

like Colson in his car, would be undone and seek Jesus as their Saviour and that those who 

have tasted it would go deeper into the core of God and glory in their Saviour. 
o It is my prayer that this morning God would so meet with us that your soul would 

burst with his glory and that having tasted how glorious God is you would thirst after 

him saying, “I want to know you more oh God.”   
 To that end this message is divided into three parts: the holy God reveals, the 

holy God ruins, and the holy God renews.  

 
THE HOLY GOD REVEALS (vv. 1-4) 

 (SHOW SLIDE 2) First, the holy God reveals.  The background to Isaiah 6 lies in the fact that 

the king is dead.  It was King Uzziah who had saved Israel from the Philistines and the 

Amorites.  It was Uzziah who had resisted the feared Assyrians – a people who reduced 
towns to rubble, kings to beggars and princes to slaves.   

o During the 52 years of Uzziah’s reign the people did not fear but enjoyed stability.   

But now the king is dead.  The nation is in crisis.   
 All that once seemed to fit together so nicely is coming undone.   

 We can feel this in our own lives as well.  Our nation had its heart ripped out with the 

Humboldt bus tragedy.  Two weeks ago a man drove a van down the sidewalk in Toronto.   

o You can feel your own life coming undone when health fails you, when your marriage 
is on the rocks, when your own children turn away from the Lord and from you, and 

when you aren’t sure how to make ends meet.  

 As Christians we watch our society coming undone as children are now being 
taught that there are not just two genders but many genders to choose from.  

Our once stable society seems to be coming undone in many ways.   

 Do you feel the anxiety and fear that comes with your own life coming undone? With society 
coming undone?  With the world coming undone?   

o This message is for you for it is in such a world that Isaiah goes to the temple to pray, 

but before he can pray, the holy God reveals himself.  

 
THE THRICE HOLY GOD 

 READ 1 - In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and 

lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple.  

o Notice that when the curtains of heaven are pulled back for humans to peer into 

God’s activities, God is never anxiously pacing his throne room with sweat pouring 

down his face as he tries desperately to solve a problem.  No, he is seated.  He is 

relaxed.  And he is on a throne.  That is, he rules over all things with great ease. 
 Oh what comfort.  When the world is coming undone all around us, the God 

we worship is seated on a throne.  The reason we fret and fear and worry is 
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because we have forgotten who God is.  Our greatest need in a time of great 

need is to see God for who He is.   
 Notice also that verse 1 says he is “high and lifted up.”  God is not one authority among 

many in the universe.  He is the only authority.  

o And this supreme God is supremely glorious.  The train, or hem, of his robe does not 

just cover his throne.  It fills the whole temple and, as the seraphs say, his glory fills 
the earth.   

 The glory of this king is everywhere from the thunder of Niagara Falls to the 

gurgle of a newborn baby.   
 But look at verse 2.  READ 2-3 - 2 Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six wings: with 

two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. 3 And one 

called to another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of 
his glory!” 

o Notice these creatures exist for one reason: to praise God and declare his holiness.  

And of all the things they could say about God notice they do not say, “love, love, 
love is the LORD Almighty”.  They do not say, “wise, wise, wise, is the LORD 

Almighty” and they do not say, “good, good, good, is the LORD Almighty”.   

 They could praise God for any of his attributes and yet they say to one 

another, “Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD Almighty.”  When a Hebrew person 
wanted to say something with emphasis they said it twice.  When something 

simply could not be expressed in human language they would say it three 

times.  
 
WHAT DOES HOLINESS MEAN? 

 Well, before we go any further let’s be clear on what we mean by the word “holy” because it 

is seriously misunderstood.  Holiness has a twofold meaning:  
 (SHOW SLIDE 3) First, God’s holiness refers to the fact that he is wholly other.  As R.C. 

Sproul points out, “When the seraphim sang their song, they were saying far more than 

that God was “purity, purity, purity.”3  Holiness does have to do with ethics but ethics is 
not all that holiness entails. 

o You see the word “holy” means “separate” or “other” It comes from an ancient 

word that means “to cut” or “to separate.”  So to translate into present-day 

language it means to be a “cut apart” or “a cut above something.”   
 If you think a certain restaurant is better than all others you might say it is “a 

cut above the rest.”  That God is holy means God cannot be compared to 

anything.  The gulf between God and everything else is infinite for he is a cut 
above everything.  That is why in Hosea 11:9 God says, “For I am God, and 

not man – the Holy One among you.” 

 (SHOW SLIDE 4) Second, God holiness refers to his absolute moral purity.  There is no 
stain of sin or evil in his being.  He never lies.  He can always be trusted.   

o Habakkuk 1:13 says, “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate 

wrong.”  I John 1:5 says, “God is light, in him there is no darkness at all.”  Absolute 

moral purity. 

                                                 
3 R.C. Sproul, The Holiness of God, 37. 



 4 

 What would it be like to be in this holy God’s presence?  We get an idea from the seraphs.  

These seraphs are nothing like the angels you see in the paintings. You know, those cute 
little fat cherubs that a 5 year old could beat up.   

o No, these are seraphs, which literally translated means, “the burning ones.”  These 

burning ones are superhuman creatures who have never sinned and yet even they 

cannot expose themselves to God’s holiness.   
 They cover their faces for they cannot look upon God without having their 

eyes seared.  They fly because even the ground near the holy God would 

consume them if they touched it.  They cannot draw too close and so like 
lightning bolts they fly around the throne exalting God in his holiness. 

 What would it be like to be in the presence of blazing purity and total otherness?  On the last 

few pages of his book Till We Have Faces C.S. Lewis describes what it was like for Orual, the 
main character, when the god of her world drew near to her in a temple.  As I read this I 

could not help but think of what it would be like for the unveiled presence of God to draw 

near to us.  
o Orual says, “The voices spoke again; but not loud this time.  They were awed and 

trembled.  ‘He is coming,’ they said.  ‘The god is coming into his house’…The air 

was growing brighter and brighter about us; as if something had set it on fire.  

Each breath I drew let into me new terror, joy, overpowering sweetness.  I was 
pierced through and through with the arrows of it.  I was being unmade.  I was no 

one . . . the earth and stars and sun, all that was or will be, existed for his sake.  

And he was coming.  The most dreadful, the most beautiful, the only dread and 
beauty there is, was coming.”4   

 Dread and beauty – that is it! 

 And when this happens with Isaiah we read in verse 4 that, READ 4 - And the foundations of 

the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled with smoke. 

o When the Holy God reveals Himself, it has an effect on all to whom he reveals 

himself.  

 
THE HOLY GOD RUINS (v. 5) 

 So first, the holy God reveals –he reveals himself. (SHOW SLIDE 5) But second the holy God 

ruins.   

o READ 5 - And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I 
dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the 

LORD of hosts!” 

 Now I want you to notice how Isaiah does not respond.  He does not join in the worship of 
God.  He does not join the seraphs.  No song of praise comes off his lips…only a cry of terror.    

o “Woe is me!  I am lost” he cries.  This is not “woe is me” as in “alas, I am in a spot of 

trouble.”   It is more like, “ahhhhh…I’m a dead man.”  He says, “I am lost.”  It 
means, “to come apart at the seams, to be unraveled, to disintegrate.”   

 When human beings like Isaiah, or Chuck Colson, or you, or me, come face to 

face with the holiness of God we are brought to ruin by a devastating sense of 

our own sin.   

                                                 
4 C.S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces, 307. 
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o Author Mark Buchannan writes, (SHOW SLIDE 6) “When we see God we see 

ourselves.  When we behold his holiness, we see in that instant our unholiness.  His 
glory reveals our ruin, His purity our vanity, His light our shadows.”5  

 The blinding light of God’s holiness illuminates every black stain of our sin.  Like Isaiah we 

see our corruption in the words we speak for as Jesus said what we speak about simply 

reveals what is in our hearts.  As we consider our speech before the Holy God we know we 
are unclean.  To be unclean in the Old Testament meant that a person was not permitted to 

come into God’s presence.  Anyone who grasps even a part of God’s holiness knows they are 

unclean. 
o You see friends our first reaction to the holiness of God is trauma, it is terror, it is the 

kind of fear that makes us want to flee and hide.  Often I am just gliding through life 

as if my sin is no big deal but when God reveals his holiness I know that my 
corruption cannot co-exist with God anymore than a snowball can exist on the 

surface of the sun.  When faced with the white-hot holiness of God I know deeply that 

I am not basically a nice guy who occasionally makes a mistake.   
 I am a proud, arrogant, self-centered man in whom the virus of sin dwells.  

And it is not just the so-called big sins like murder or adultery.  Before the 

holiness of God the smallest twisting of truth, the slightest prideful 

motivation, the single word of gossip, the lack of love for God, is displayed in 
all its blackness.  

 So what are we supposed to do when we see how unclean we are?   We might be able to flee 

from the sun but where can we hide from the consuming fire of a God who is present 
everywhere?   

o Unable to hide from God most people embark on an equally futile endeavor: they try 

to remove their own guilt and make themselves holy.  They try to make themselves 

clean.  They try reforming their lives.  They try to be better, be nicer, maybe even go 

to church all in an effort to clean the guilt from their souls so the Holy God will not 

consume them.   

 But this is as futile as Lady Macbeth trying to scrub the blood off her hands 
after she and her husband murdered King Duncan.  She scrubs and scrubs for 

hours yelling, “Out damned spot!  Out, I say!”6  But an ocean cannot clean 

her hands for the blood has dyed her soul with guilt and who can clean the 
soul?  

 It is no wonder Isaiah cries out, “Woe is me, I am lost.”  He knows he cannot hide and no 

amount of personal goodness can make up for his guilt.  All is lost.  We are undone.  We are 
ruined and unable to help ourselves.  We cannot come near. 

o We cry out with Isaiah 33:14 “Who among us can dwell with the consuming fire? 

Who among us can dwell with everlasting burnings?”   

 
THE HOLY GOD WHO RENEWS (vv. 6-7) 

 But wait, all is not lost.  If the passage ended at verse 5 then hope would have abandoned 

us.  But praise be to God there is a verse 6!  The Holy God does not just reveal and ruin.   

                                                 
5 Mark Buchanan, The Holy Wild, 146. 
6 Macbeth Act 5, scene 1, 26–40. 
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o (SHOW SLIDE 7) In the third place the holy God renews.   

 He makes us new. READ 6-7 - 6 Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having 
in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 And 

he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your 

guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.” 

 This is the gospel friends: what you cannot do for yourself God does for you.  You cannot 
cleanse yourself.  You cannot remove your guilt.  Your only hope is that the Holy God is also 

a God of mercy and grace and that he can renew you after you are ruined.  And here we see 

this is all true. 
o The seraph, sent by God, takes a coal from the altar.  The altar was the place where 

the lamb was sacrificed.  The blood of that lamb would drip down and soak the coals 

underneath. Sacrifices were continually offered to make people right with God that 
they might draw near to Him.   

 The seraph touches Isaiah’s lips and his guilt is removed.  The damned spot 

comes out.  By God’s act, Isaiah is made clean. 
 But we know that the fire on the altar never went out.  Remember verse 4 said the temple 

was filled with smoke from the sacrifices?  Why did it not go out?  Because even a billion 

sacrificial lambs could not fully take away our sin and thereby let us come near to God and 

so they kept being offered. 
o Oh but a day came when the fire did go out.  John the Baptist saw Jesus and cried 

out, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  What?  There 

is a lamb, one lamb, who can fully remove our sin?  Yes.  And he was sacrificed when 
they nailed him to the cross.   

 Do you remember what happened when he died?  Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

all report it because it is the heart of the gospel.  Matthew says, “And Jesus 

cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit.  And behold, the 

curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.” 

 What is that curtain?  It was the 60-foot tall, 30-foot wide curtain that barred all access to 

the room at the back of the temple called the Most Holy Place.  No one was allowed to enter 
that room.  Do you remember why?  Because God put his holy presence there.  God barred 

anyone from coming into that room out of mercy because just as a snowball would be 

consumed if thrown into the sun so a sinner would be consumed if they tried to come near 
to God. 

o But when the Lamb of God was sacrificed the curtain was rent in two. God is saying, 

“you can come close to me now.”  But won’t we be consumed?  No, because the 
Lamb has taken away your sin.  You are clean.  

 (SHOW SLIDE 8) Through Jesus sinners are made clean and welcomed 

into the presence of the thrice-holy God. 

 J.I. Packer writes, (SHOW SLIDE 9) “The whole spirit of Old Testament religion was 
determined by the thought of God’s holiness. . . . Again and again it was stressed that we 

must keep our place, and our distance, in the presence of a holy God.  This emphasis 

overshadowed everything.  But in the New Testament we find that things have changed . . 
. . (SHOW SLIDE 10) The stress of the New Testament is not on the difficulty and danger of 

drawing near to the holy God, but on the boldness and confidence with which believers 
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may approaching him: a boldness that springs directly from faith in Christ, and from the 

knowledge of his saving work . . . .  To those who are Christ’s, the holy God is a loving 
Father; they belong to his family, they may approach him without fear and always be 

sure of his fatherly concern and care.  This is the heart of the New Testament message.”7 

 
HE ISN’T SAFE BUT HE’S GOOD 

 C.S. Lewis captures well this combination of God as being dreadfully beautiful to the 

forgiven sinner.  Do you remember in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe when the 

children are told they are going to meet Aslan, the Lion who created Narnia?  Mr. Beaver 
tells us of this combination of dread and beauty.  

o “Is-is he a man?” asked Lucy.  “Aslan a man!” said Mr. Beaver sternly.  “Certainly 

not.  I tell you he is the King of the wood and the son of the great Emperor-Beyond-

the-Sea.  Don’t you know who is the King of the Beasts?  Aslan is a lion – the Lion, 

the great Lion.” 

o “Ooh,” said Susan, “I thought he was a man.  Is he- quite safe?  I shall feel rather 

nervous about meeting a lion”  “That you will, dearie, and no mistake,” said Mrs. 
Beaver; “if there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees 

knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.” 

 “Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.  “Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear 
what Mrs. Beaver tells you?  Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t 

safe.  But he’s good.”  That is it - dreadfully beautiful, knees knocking in the 

presence of goodness. 

 We get another beautiful picture of what it means to be welcomed into God’s presence in 
the next book entitled Prince Caspian.  The children have returned to Narnia.  One summer 

has passed on earth but 1000 years has passed in Narnia.   

o After a series of events Aslan meets Lucy in the forest.  “A circle of grass, smooth as 
lawn, met her eyes, with dark trees dancing all around it.  And then – oh joy!  For 

He was there: the huge Lion, shining white in the moonlight, with his huge black 

shadow underneath him.  But for the movement of his tail he might have been a 
stone lion, but Lucy never thought of that.  She never stopped to think whether he 

was a friendly lion or not.  She rushed to him.  She felt her heart would burst if she 

lost a moment.  And the next thing she knew was that she was kissing him and 

putting her arms as far round his neck as she could and burying her face in the 
beautiful silkiness of his mane.” 

 What a marvelous picture.  Aslan, the Lion who crushes evil and Aslan the Lion who 

embraces a child.  This is what Isaiah 6 is getting at.  God’s holiness is dreadful but, to the 
forgiven sinner, it is also irresistibly beautiful. 

o Have your received the cleansing that Jesus offers?  Call on him to rescue you.  When 

you do this he makes you a child of God.  Like a child you are then welcomed into the 
presence of the holy God for the holy God has now become your Father. 

 

 

                                                 
7 J.I. Packer, Knowing God, 203. 


