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(Isa 6:1-8 NIV)  In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. {2} Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. {3} And they were calling to one another: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory." {4} At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. {5} "Woe to me!" I cried. "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty." {6} Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. {7} With it he touched my mouth and said, "See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for." {8} Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I. Send me!"

   Today I want to talk to you about the ultimate attribute. Just to make sure that we are on the same page, let me define an attribute for you. An attribute is a characteristic or a quality. Some attributes that you might have are things like being frugal, or witty, or athletic or serious. Some of the attributes of God are that he is wise, he is eternal, he is almighty, and he is loving, and so forth. In his relationship with humans God’s attribute of love is most important. However, I would suggest that THE ULTIMATE ATTRIBUTE of God is that he is holy. 
   A God who is not holy would no longer be a God who would be loving, or truthful or patient. The Devil would be a great angel if he had only remained holy. When the Devil rebelled against God he lost his holiness. The result is that the Devil is now evil. His will is to do evil and to get others to do evil. He now is called the Prince of Darkness, a liar and a deceiver, a murderer and a slanderer, a roaring lion seeking to devour people’s souls. All this happened because he lost his holiness.
   Today we look at God who has retained THE ULTIMATE ATTRIBUTE of holiness. Through the pictures in Isaiah 6 we will find I.  HOLINESS VISUALIZED,  II.  HOLINESS VERBALIZED, and III. HOLINESS SYMBOLIZED. 

This is the scene that is described by Isaiah: (Isa 6:1-2 NIV)  “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. {2} Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying.” Isaiah saw the Lord. He is a rare person indeed to have seen the Lord. Moses saw the Lord too, but he had to be hidden by a cloud to protect him from the brightness of God’s presence. Isaiah probably was protected through a vision or some shelter because God says, “You cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live.” (Ex. 33:20). The reason for that restriction is obvious. No sinner can stand in the presence of God’s holiness. 
  Isaiah saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted. Part of God’s presence is that the train of his robe filled the temple. This temple was probably not the one in Jerusalem but a heavenly one. We hardly see trains anymore in this sense. Brides might have trains attached to their gowns. Kings and queens used to have trains attached to their royal robes. It depicted their power and glory. 
   Another picture grabs our attention. It is a picture of the seraphs. This is the only time in the Bible where these beings are presented as seraphs or seraphim. However, there is a similar scene in Revelation 4:8 where we are told: “Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come." We are told that these angel-like beings, the seraphs, had three pairs of wings. With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. From this picture artists often picture all angels with wings, though the Bible never speaks about angels like Gabriel having wings.We are tempted to think in terms of the cherubim who stood on either side of the Ark of the Covenant in the Most Holy Place of the Temple. There were two cherubim, but we are not told how many seraphs there were. By covering their faces and feet with their wings they are saying that God is so holy that even these sinless angels need to respect God’s ultimate holiness. If that is how the holy seraphs act before God, how much more humble must we be since we are sinners from birth until death? Sinfulness and holiness are absolute opposites. So are God and Satan opposites, the holy versus the unholy. 

II.  The second view of THE ULTIMATE ATTRIBUTE is Holiness Verbalized. The seraphs were calling to one another: (Isa 6:3-4 NIV)  "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory." {4} At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. The Bible never says that God is love, love, love nor mighty, mighty, mighty. But it does say that he is holy, holy, holy. There is a note of the holy Trinity here. We could say that the Father is holy, the Son is holy and the Holy Spirit is holy even as his name implies. It might interest you to note that when the Lord God wanted to localize himself for the people of Israel he told them that they should think of him dwelling not just in the Temple, not just in the Holy Place of the Temple but in the Holy of Holies or the Most Holy Place. 
    When the Lord called Moses into service to lead the people of Israel out of the land of Egypt, he appeared to him in a burning bush. Moses went over to that bush that was burning but not burning up. Out of that burning bush the Lord spoke to Moses and said: (Exo 3:5-6 NIV)  "Do not come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground." {6} Then he said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob." At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.” Moses had to realize that when he was in the presence of the Lord he was standing on holy ground. Moses as great as he was in God’s sight was still a sinner afraid to look at God because of God’s holiness. Some of you may have plants that are in your yard that are called burning bushes. They are called that because in fall their leaves turn a bright scarlet color. If you see such a burning bush remember the scene where God revealed his holiness to Moses.
    Since we are sinners we really struggle to comprehend what God’s holiness is really like. On Sunday evening they will be playing the Super Bowl with the Colts taking on the Saints. The name Saints should imply holiness among the players and staff. But that obviously is not the case. When the Saints were frankly a lousy football team fans called them the Aints. Some fans came to games with paper bags over their heads because they were so embarrassed about how poorly the Saints were playing. Now the team that was a nothing has been turned into a Super Bowl team. If we think about how we are before God, we started out as Aints too. Our sinfulness should have been an embarrassment to God and to us. But then through the work of the Holy Spirit by bringing us to faith in Jesus we became Saints before God. Now we can stand with our heads held high because in God’s book we are his holy people, holy just like he is. Don’t misunderstand. We are still sinners struggling with sin. But God washes away our sins and removes them as far as east is from west. When we reach heaven it will also be said of us that we are holy, holy, holy. 

III.  The third concept we need to look at is Holiness Symbolized. Isaiah is in the presence of this all-holy God. Isaiah blurts out: (Isa 6:5 NIV)  "Woe to me!" I cried. "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty." Here are the pressure points that Isaiah feels standing before God. First he admits that he is a man of unclean lips. What comes across our lips shows what lies within our hearts. This past week Rahm Emanuel, President Obama’s chief of staff, referred to fellow Democrats and their ideas as being (expletive) retarded. That provoked a backlash from those who are sensitive to that word retarded because of their personal situation, such as Governor Palin, who has a handicapped child. Emanuel’s lips revealed the attitude that lives inside of him. Isaiah knew the evil that lay in him too. On top of that he said he lived among a people of unclean lips. Whether he looked inside or outside, everywhere he look there was rotten sinfulness. 
   Now in a symbolical picture Isaiah is shown this holy God’s solution to his unholiness. (Isa 6:6-7 NIV)  “Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. {7} With it he touched my mouth and said, "See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for." In symbolic language we now see God bringing peace to the troubled Isaiah who was standing in the presence of the all-holy God. One of the seraphs took a live coal from the altar with a tongs. You can relate to that picture by thinking of a charcoal grill with hot coals. But now he does something intriguing. He takes the coal and touches Isaiah’s mouth. Remember Isaiah had pointed to his lips as the evidence of his sin. The seraph says, “See, this has touched your lips, your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.” You might have had nose bleed that did not want to stop. A doctor may have cauterized the tissue of your nose to seal it and heal it. It might have happed for bleeding ulcers. In the picture the burning coal heals Isaiah of his sins for the seraph said, “Your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.” That is always God’s solution for sin. He takes the guilt away. God does not ignore sins. He atones for them. That is what Christ did on the cross. He paid the horrible price for sin, we call that atonement, because by his death Christ makes us right with God. The Bible puts it this way: (1 John 2:2 NIV)  “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.”
    R.C. Sproul is a noted leader in the Evangelical camp of Christianity. He is a conservative Presbyterian who has written many books and taught at various schools. In a discussion of God’s holiness he lamented: “How many times, humanly speaking, I have longed to be able to find a priest somewhere where I could go up to that priest, and I could get down on my knees and have that priest put his hands on my head and say, ‘R.C., all of your sins are forgiven.’” As Lutherans we know that priestly function that R.C. Sproul misses. We incorporate that concept into our services and the pastor speaks these beautiful words: “God, our heavenly Father, has been merciful to us and has given his only Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. Therefore, as a called servant of Christ and by his authority, I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Furthermore, when you come forward to receive Holy Communion, you usually kneel to receive Christ’s body and blood which was poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins. We do for you what Sproul wishes could be done for him. Our holy God makes us holy through forgiveness of sins and faith in Jesus through the work of the Holy Spirit. It is a beautiful thing to know that our holy God makes us holy too.
