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HOLY! HOLY! HOLY! 
Psalm 99; Isaiah 6:1-8 
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Dr. Thomas E. Evans 

Holy is He. Extol, Exalt, Praise, Bow Down, 
Worship, Holy is He. Holy, Holy, Holy Moly! This 
guy is excited about God. How about you?! 

Maybe not so excited. 

How much of our existence reflects the 
intensity of emotion found in this Psalm? …or the 
fervor over something that really matters (not at 
the motorist who cut us off on the way to church)? 
How much of your faith includes a deep, burning 
passion for God? What's the difference between 
us and the psalmist? He understood Holiness. The 
concept of Holiness exhibits the very nature of 
God. 

Sounds dull. What comes to your mind when 
you hear the word "Holy"? A meek friar with 
hands folded in prayer? Holy relics of a forgotten 
time? A quiet church with elaborate, satin cloth 
with everyone dressed in white? Swiss cheese? 

None of these reflect the Biblical view of 
Holiness. Even our concept of perfect morality 
only encompasses a small part of Holiness. True 
Holiness is anything but dull. The Holy terrifies. 
When Moses encountered the burning bush, he 
turned his face, for he was afraid to look at God. 
When Jacob dreamed of celestial things, he said 
when he woke, "How dreadful is this place, for it is 
the house of God"!  

The Hebrew word for holiness, qadesh, comes 
from a root which means separateness. That 
which is Holy is separate from everything else. 
Different. Rudolph Otto German philosopher 
describes the Holy as "Wholly Other" and the 
divine presence as “Mysterium Tremendum”. We 
fear that which we cannot know. It frightens us 
because we cannot control it or predict its 
behavior. The Holy alarmed Isaiah, Jacob, and 
Moses because it overwhelmed them in its vast 
grandeur, far outstripping their ability to fully 

comprehend. It is when we believe that we have 
God fully understood, that we lose our fear and 
respect for God. 

The fiery 19th century British Baptist pastor, 
Charles Spurgeon, explained saying,  

As well might a gnat seek to drink in the 
ocean, as a finite creature to comprehend 
the Eternal God. A God whom we could 
understand would be no God. If we could 
grasp Him, He could not be infinite. If we 
could understand Him, He could not be 
divine.  

Remember the teacher you had that tried to be 
everyone's buddy. Classroom order was non-
existent because when she tried to rein in the 
disorderly, no one listened. They no longer feared 
her but saw her as just anybody else, a known 
quantity. She had lost respect, for they feared no 
punishment because none ever came. We forget 
there are three parts to the Trinity. We 
concentrate so much on “what a friend we have in 
Jesus” that we forget the “almighty omnipotent 
God” reigns above. 

Rather than believing God reigns above in 
majesty and glory, we see the Lord as the kind of 
fuddy duddy buddy daddy on "Leave it to Beaver".  
Now I ask you the question. Would you bow down 
and glorify Mr. Beaver? 

It is the sense of God’s holiness that leads us to 
abhor sin, to find it intolerable in ourselves and 
others. 

Art Lindsley, Senior Fellow at C.S. Lewis 
Institute, wrote, 

Unless we grasp God’s holiness, we will no 
longer be “amazed” at His amazing grace. It 
is easy to take God’s grace for granted, and 
this is commonly done today. Rather than 
assuming God’s holiness and being amazed 
by His grace, we take for granted His grace 
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and are amazed and offended by His holy 
wrath and judgment. 

Most of the great ills of society stem from a 
failure to know and embrace God’s holiness, God’s 
fearsome presence. 

As we look at the newspaper on a daily basis, 
we see people committing violence against one 
another; we see businessmen and women stealing 
from their customers; we see people disrespecting 
their elders; and we read about people becoming 
indignant over the smallest of offenses. The vast 
social ills and the tensions amongst diverse 
communities are all the result of our failure to 
have a holy fear of the God Most High of the 
Mysterium Tremendum. For if we have a proper 
fear and respect of God, we will also have that 
same respect for those whom God has created. 
This is the ultimate source of our need to love one 
another despite any differences we find between 
us. 

Whereas it would be foolish to conclude that 
these problems are recent, they are nonetheless 
an epidemic that needs to be addressed. 

There is a reason we are born with an innate 
fear of authority. 

I’m still fascinated by an event that took place 
when Matthew was about four years old in 
Buffalo, New York. We went to the McDonald’s 
crosstown and it had one of those indoor 
playgrounds with slides, tunnels, and ball pits. 
There must’ve been several dozen kids wandering 
through the tunnels and Matthew found his way 
up to the second-story tunnel. After a few minutes 
I finished my coffee and called him to come down, 
but he refused. Finally I began climbing up the 
apparatus and that coaxed him to leave. 

He would not say a word to me and he was 
clearly terrified. When we got home he ran 
straight to his room, climbed on his bed, and he 
wanted me to entirely cover him up so that not 
even a millimeter was showing. In my entire life, I 
have never seen anyone so frightened. Eventually I 

persuaded him to tell me what had happened. It 
seemed that one of the straps within the maze of 
tunnels ripped as he was climbing through it. This 
event seemed innocuous enough to me, so I was 
still confused by his terror. After another 15 
minutes, I finally discovered that he was convinced 
the police were going to come and take him away 
and that they were going to put him in prison for 
breaking that strap. 

If we don’t understand the nature of God’s 
holiness, then we won’t care about breaking the 
strap, we won’t care about taking someone else’s 
property, and we won’t care even about taking 
someone’s life.  

When we experience the Holy, as Isaiah did in 
the temple, all misconceptions of our own 
goodness, virtue, and excellence are exposed as, 
at best, shadows of the true goodness found in a 
holy God. Thus Angels fly down to Isaiah; they put 
the live coals on his lips in order to cleanse him 
from his sin. The holiest people in the world have 
the clearest understanding of their own sin, thus 
the deepest appreciation for God’s grace. 

This, in fact, is why we confess our sins every 
single week, to remind ourselves that we are not 
God, that we are not perfect, and that we are 
always in need of His mercy and His grace.  

But this type of worship is counter to American 
versions of piety. Author Eugene Peterson 
explains, 

Christian spirituality… is not about us. It is 
about God. The great weakness of American 
spirituality is that it is all about us: fulfilling 
our potential, getting the blessings of God, 
expanding our influence, finding our gifts… 
The more there is of us, the less there is of 
God.  Christian spirituality is not a life-project 
for becoming a better person... 

Our task as followers of Christ is not so much to 
become better people (though clearly this would 
be the inevitable result, or fruit of a spirituality of 
holiness). Rather, the ultimate focus of Christian 
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Spirituality is to become one with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.  

And once we are cleansed, once we are purified 
by God’s grace and goodness, that is when a holy 
terror is transformed into a profound awe, a jaw-
dropping, thrilling experience of something vast 
and wonderful – and that is why the Psalmist is so 
jazzed and so in love with God. Isaiah and Moses 
were granted a direct experience of the Divine 
presence but that is something rare. Rather, most 
of us experience reflections of God’s grandeur. 

I love to sing! And whereas I have a fine 
speaking voice, I’ve never been able to sing all that 
well. About 10 years ago, I decided to take a few 
lessons. My voice instructor sang opera in New 
York and she gave me a few CDs to listen to. One 
of them was a recording of “Nessun Dorma” from 
the opera Turandot by Puccini. I was absolutely 
enthralled by the piece and I decided why not give 
it a shot. I had no idea what I was getting myself 
into. But after a few lessons with her, I realized I 
was clearly way out of my depths. I got a glimpse 
of the profound skill necessary to sing such a 
powerful piece. 

Recently I heard that Luciano Pavarotti’s 1994 
version, sung right before the World Cup finals, 
was perhaps the most compelling ever. With gifts 
of modern technology like YouTube I was able to 
locate it within just a few seconds. As Pavarotti 
sang the last word, “vincero, vinvero (I will win, I 
will win)”, tears were streaming down my face, I 
felt like I had heard perhaps one of the greatest 
feats the human has ever accomplished in the 
whole history of humanity. Pavrotti’s expression 
itself was a mixture of terror as he was about to 
sing that last note which, upon completion, turned 
into a relief of amazement and awe at what he 
had done. Google it when you get home. You too 
will be amazed. 

As I think about the beauty, its voice and its 
power and the depth from which it came, I realize 

only God can make something so incredible and I 
think God Himself is infinitely more astounding!  

 


