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God is Holy 
 

When I was a junior in high school there was a guy from our school, named Scott 
Strasburger, who was being recruited to play football at the University of Nebraska.  At 
first it was a surprise to him; in fact the first time Coach Tom Osborne called Scott at 
home, Scott hung up because he thought it was a practical joke by a friend.  But it 
wasn’t.  It was Tom Osborne.  Thankfully, for Scott Tom called back.  Ultimately, Scott 
ended up starting for 3 years for the Huskers.     
 
Anyway, after the football season we were into some of our early basketball practices 
and we found out that Coach Osborne was coming to town to visit Scott and that he was 
actually going to come watch our practice.  I still remember that day, seeing Tom Os-
borne, THE Tom Osborne, THE coach of the Nebraska Cornhuskers striding into our 
practice.  When you are a crazy-about-Nebraska-football-16-year-old, in family who is 
crazy about Nebraska football, in a state that is crazy about Nebraska football, it is a 
pretty amazing thing to have THE coach sitting “over there” watching the practice.  All of 
my teammates and I experienced a kind of reverence and awe just seeing him in per-
son.  I’m sure we all practiced as hard as we could that day. 
 
As much as that kind of reverence and awe is misplaced when it is directed at another 
human being, no matter who they are, reverence and awe is always a fitting response to 
a God who is holy.  Today, as we continue our sermon series on the attributes of God, 
we are going to consider God’s attribute of holiness.  God is holy.    
 
Like last week when we looked at God’s attribute of love, it is not possible to come any-
where close to an exhaustive study of the holiness of God.  The Bible has so much to 
say about this attribute of God.  But in our time I hope to give us a clear understanding 
of this attribute and then consider a few of the implications for us of the truth that God is 
holy. 
 
I. What does it mean to say God is holy? 
 
I want to begin by looking at Isaiah’s encounter with God in Isaiah 6.  Isaiah was a 
prophet who ministered in Judah in the 8th century BC.  In Isaiah 6 we read about his 
encounter with God as he receives his call.  It says: 
 

1 In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, lofty 
and exalted, with the train of His robe filling the temple. 2 Seraphim stood 
above Him, each having six wings: with two he covered his face, and with 
two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.  
 

Seraphim are heavenly beings.  The word “seraph” means, “burning ones” and so they 
are a kind of bright beings that dwell around God’s throne.  But because of God’s great-
ness and glory, they cover their faces.   
 

3 And one called out to another and said,  
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“Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts,  
The whole earth is full of His glory.”  
 

These beings proclaim with a tri-fold declaration the nature of God.  He is holy.  That 
they proclaim this three times exalts the greatness of God’s holiness.  God’s holiness is 
the only attribute that we find praised in Scripture in this tri-fold way.  The vision contin-
ues: 
 

4 And the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who 
called out, while the temple was filling with smoke. 5 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 comes face-to-face with God’s holiness and he cries out, I am ruined!  In other 
words, “I’m done for.  I’m destroyed.”  He sees God’s holiness and his own condition in 
light of God’s great holiness and he says, I am a man of unclean lips.  And he says the 
same is true of all the people.  You get a sense here of the terror that he is feeling.  But 
God, in his grace, deals with Isaiah’s sin: 

 
6 Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a burning coal in his hand, 
which he had taken from the altar with tongs. 7 He touched my mouth with 
it and said, “Behold, this has touched your lips; and your iniquity is taken 
away and your sin is forgiven.”  

 
Isaiah experiences what every person who has ever comprehended something of the 
nature of God’s holiness knows he or she needs – forgiveness.  Without God’s forgive-
ness, he would have been ruined. 
 
In this encounter with God, we get a picture of what it means to say that God is holy.  
Here, and throughout Scripture, God’s holiness means at least two things.  First, to say 
that God is holy is to say that He is completely separate from creation.  He is com-
pletely unique.  We see this when Isaiah says that he saw the Lord sitting on a throne, 
lofty and exalted.  God isn’t just a greater version of something created; He is com-
pletely other.  He is lofty and exalted. 
 
The Hebrew word here that is translated, holy, means, “marked off” or “withdrawn from 
common, ordinary use.”  The verbal form from which it is derived means “to cut off” or 
“to separate.”  We see this use of “holy” all over the Old Testament.  Israel was told to 
remember the Sabbath and keep it holy (Ex. 20:8).  There were holy utensils used in the 
worship of God in the tabernacle (1 Kings 8:4) as well as there were holy garments that 
the priests were to wear when the ministered (Ex. 39:1).  The design of the tabernacle 
with the Holy of Holies separated by a veil communicated the idea that God was sepa-
rate.    
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Moses said it this way in Exodus 15:11: 
 
  11 “Who is like You among the gods, O LORD?  

Who is like You, majestic in holiness,  
 
The point is that there is no one like God.  He is holy.  He is completely set apart.  In try-
ing to comprehend God, we cannot just think of the greatest thing we know and then 
think, “God is like that, but just greater.”  He is completely other.  He is completely 
unique.  
 
But there is a second sense of holiness that is revealed in Isaiah’s encounter as well as 
in other places in Scripture.  When Scripture teaches that God is holy, it is also saying 
that He is absolutely pure.  God is untouched, unstained by evil and sin.  He is com-
pletely separate from it. 
 
Last week I mentioned 1 John 1:5 where John said:     
 

5 This is the message we have heard from Him and announce to you, that 
God is Light, and in Him there is no darkness at all.  

 
Light expresses the splendor and glory and purity of God.  God is absolute in His purity.  
In Him there is no darkness at not.  Not a hint of impurity.  He is not tainted by it or 
tempted by evil and impurity in anyway.     
 
When Isaiah saw God as revealed in this experience, he saw something of God’s abso-
lute moral perfection and that was terrifying to him as he saw his own impurity in light of 
God’s holiness.  Any person, even the most righteous person, would say the same thing 
if they were to stand before God, because in all of us there is darkness. 
 
And so God is holy.  He is completely unique and set apart from creation.  He is com-
pletely other.  And, He is absolutely morally perfect.  This is what it means to say that 
God is holy.  
 
II. Implications of God’s Holiness for Us 
 
Now, there are all sorts of implications of this truth that God is holy.  The first is that we 
need to understand that acceptance before God on the basis of human merit is 
impossible.   
 
In his systematic theology, Millard Erickson says this: 

 
When one measures one’s holiness, not against the standard of oneself or 
of other humans, but against God, the need for a complete change of 
moral and spiritual condition becomes apparent (Christian Theology, 286). 
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It can be so tempting for us to measure ourselves against others or even against who 
we used to be.  And we can think, “Well, I’m better than most people or I’m better than I 
used to be and so I’m sure I’m going to be okay with God.”  But Erickson is right.  The 
standard is God and His holy nature.  And when we compare ourselves to Him, the only 
conclusion we would ever make is the one Isaiah made, “Woe is me.  I’m ruined.  Be-
fore God’s standard of holiness I am totally unclean.”  Isaiah 64:6 says it this way:  
 

6 For all of us have become like one who is unclean,  
And all our righteous deeds are like a filthy garment;  

 
Before God, even our righteous deeds are like a filthy garment, and we are in need of 
what Erickson calls “a complete change of moral and spiritual condition.”  The only way 
we can have that “complete change” is through Jesus Christ.  In 2 Cor. 5:21 Paul says: 
 

21 He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we 
might become the righteousness of God in Him.  

 
When we come to Christ for salvation, he takes upon himself all of our impurity, our un-
cleanness, our darkness and gives us the righteousness of God in Him.  Jesus’ perfect 
righteousness is imputed to us.  We are given positional holiness through Christ.  We 
don’t earn it.  We don’t deserve it.  We simply receive it by faith when we trust Jesus for 
our salvation.  
 
If there is any sense in which you are thinking you are going to be okay with God by liv-
ing a good life, you simply have not seen and do not understand God’s holiness.  Ac-
ceptance before God based on any kind of human merit is impossible. 
 
This first implication leads to a second.  God calls us to pursue growth in holiness.  
Out of our positional standing of being holy before God, we are to grow in conformity to 
the character of God.  In 1 Peter 1:14-16, Peter writes: 
 

14 As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which 
were yours in your ignorance, 15 but like the Holy One who called you, be 
holy yourselves also in all your behavior; 16 because it is written, “YOU 
SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM HOLY.”  

 
The implication is stated in the clearest of terms.  We are to pursue lives of holiness be-
cause God is holy.   
 
In verse 14 where Peter calls his readers obedient children, this is a statement of na-
ture.  He is not saying, “Be obedient children.”  Rather, the sense is “since you are obe-
dient children.”  In the context, the heart of what he is talking about here is obedience to 
the Gospel.  Every believer has believed, or obeyed, the Gospel.  And since that is true 
he tells us to no longer live like we did when we didn’t know Christ, but rather to pursue 
growth in holiness.   
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He calls us to be like God.  He says like the Holy One who called you, be holy your-
selves also.  Be holy is a command.  The core idea is not “behave in a holy way,” but 
rather “show yourself to be holy.”  In other words, “be who you are positionally in Christ.” 
 
He commands us to be holy in all [our] behavior.  His point is that holiness is to charac-
terize our day-to-day lives.  There is no part of our lives that does not come under this 
imperative to show ourselves holy.  We are to be holy not just when we show up to 
church or when we are around our church friends, but in all of our lives – our work, our 
recreation, our TV and computer use, our words.  We are to be holy in all areas of our 
lives.  
 
The question is how do we actually purse growth in holiness?  This is a sermon in itself, 
but let me make a couple of comments.  First, we need to understand that though we 
are to apply effort to grow in holiness; it is a work of the Holy Spirit within us.  The theo-
logical term for this work of the Holy Spirit is sanctification.  It means to grow in experi-
ential holiness (2 Cor. 3:18); it means becoming more and more like God in our actual 
lives.  And so like every other area of the Christian life, we pursue growth in holiness by 
faith.  We ask God to do it.  We trust Him to do it in us by the Holy Spirit. 
 
One thing that can help us pursue growth in holiness is learning to see sin from God’s 
perspective.  God hates sin.  God hates all sin.  Here’s how Jerry Bridges says it in his 
book, The Pursuit of Holiness:     
 

Every time we sin, we are doing something God hates.  He hates our lust-
ful thoughts, our pride and jealousy, our outbursts of temper, and our ra-
tionalization that the end justifies the means.  We need to be gripped by 
the fact that God hates all these things.  We become so accustomed to 
our sins we sometimes lapse into a state of peaceful coexistence with 
them, but God never ceases to hate them . . . Hatred of sin . . . lies at the 
root of all true holiness (32). 

 
Next time you are tempted to sin, think, “God hates this sin.”  Let that thought sit with 
you.  Be reminded that He hates sin because it is contrary to His nature and it is de-
structive to our lives.    
 
And so we pursue holiness by putting away sin, but holiness is not just absence of sin; it 
is also putting on the positive virtues’ of God.  Paul says this in Ephesians 4:22–24: 
 

22 that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old 
self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit, 23 and 
that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, 24 and put on the new self, 
which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holi-
ness of the truth.  

 
And so we see here the idea of putting off sin, but in verse 24, he says we are put on 
the new self, which is in the likeness of God.  We put on this new self by having our 
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mind renewed as it says in verse 23.  We put on this new self by practicing spiritual dis-
ciplines – Bible study, meditation, prayer, fasting, etc. – that help us put on godly char-
acter.  There is so much more that could be said here, but the bottom line is that be-
cause God is holy, we are to pursue holiness in our own lives.  
 
Let me mention one last implication of God’s holy character and that is this: we should 
worship in response to God’s greatness.  In Revelation 4 there is a scene in heaven 
that John sees that is very similar to what Isaiah experienced in Isaiah 6.  Here’s what 
John saw in his vision of heaven: 
 

8 And the four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, are full 
of eyes around and within; and day and night they do not cease to say,  

“HOLY, HOLY, HOLY is THE LORD GOD, THE ALMIGHTY, WHO WAS 
AND WHO IS AND WHO IS TO COME.”  

9 And when the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to Him 
who sits on the throne, to Him who lives forever and ever, 10 the twenty-
four elders will fall down before Him who sits on the throne, and will wor-
ship Him who lives forever and ever, and will cast their crowns before the 
throne, saying,  

11 “Worthy are You, our Lord and our God, to receive glory and 
honor and power; for You created all things, and because of Your 
will they existed, and were created.”  

 
These heavenly beings in Revelation 4 are declaring the same thing that the heavenly 
beings in Isaiah 6 were declaring – God is infinitely holy.  Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
God, the Almighty.  And in response to this they give glory and honor and thanks to 
God.  They worship him.  And when this happens the twenty-four elders around the 
throne fall down before God and worship him.   
 
I said that we SHOULD worship in response to God’s holiness, but probably a more ac-
tuate way to say it is we WILL worship when we see God’s holiness.  
 
Have you ever seen the Grand Canyon?  I’ve been there three or four times.  It is an 
amazing thing to see.  Every time I see it, there is such beauty and grandness and im-
mensity to it that it naturally inspires awe within me.  When we come in contact with 
something that is truly great, something that is truly awesome, we are naturally moved 
to respond with awe.  So too with God.  When we rightly see God; when we see Him in 
all of his holy character, we too will be like the twenty-four elders in Revelation and we 
will fall down before him and worship him.  Responding with worship is an implication of 
God’s holiness.   
 
And so worship is a response, but it is also something that we can do to help us to see 
God and His greatness.  It can be a kind of spiritual disciplines that we practice to grow 
in our understanding of what God is like.  Or course worship is not just what we do 
when we gather here on Sunday mornings, but we do believe that these times of corpo-
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rate worship are important.  When we lift up God’s name through song, we are learning 
and being reminded of what is true about God.   
 
God is holy.  He is completely other.  He is absolutely morally pure.  And because that 
is true, only through Christ can we have a right standing before Him.  And because he is 
holy, we are to pursue growth in holiness.  But we are also to worship.  And so let’s do 
that now. 
 
Amen.       
 
 
 
 


