
 

THE BEGINNING OF THE END 
Standing in the Presence of the Holy One 

Texts: II Kings 17-19; Isaiah 3, 6, 13-14, 49 and 53 
 

 

© Greg Ogden / Christ Church of Oak Brook / 01-04-09 1 

Theme: How can a holy God provide mercy for a sinful people? God satisfies his 
own holiness by offering the pure and unblemished sacrifice of his Son for the 
guilt and penalty of our sin.  
 
 Do we have a tendency to take the forgiveness and mercy of God for 
granted? One French freethinker brazenly said, “God will forgive. That’s his job.” 
In other words, this world is wonderfully arranged, “I sin. God forgives. What 
could be better?”  
 
 C. S. Lewis put this distortion of God like this, “We want, no so much a 
Father in Heaven as a grandfather in heaven—a senile benevolence [I resent 
that] who, as they say, ‘liked to see young people enjoy themselves’, and whose 
plan for the universe was simply that it might be truly said at the end of each 
day, ‘a good time was had by all.’ 
 
 If we can presume on God’s mercy, we truly have not yet met the God of 
the Bible. Today, the dominant figure of The Storyline is the prophet Isaiah. The 
primary phrase that Isaiah uses to capture the character of God is “the Holy One 
of Israel.” This phrase stands out when we realize that Isaiah used it 26 times in 
his 66 chapters and we find it only used 6 times in the rest of the Old Testament. 
“The Holy One of Israel.”  
 
 There is a question and even a dilemma that lurks in the shadows of 
Isaiah’s writings that I want to explore with you today: How can a holy God 
forgive sinful beings without doing violence to his own integrity? As we shall see, 
it is not as simple as saying, “God will forgive. That’s his job. What is the 
problem here?” 
 
 Let’s explore the prophet Isaiah’s encounter with this Holy God in order to 
set up what appears to be two qualities on a collision course: justice and mercy, 
holiness and love. We will look Isaiah’s ministry through his initial call to be a 
prophet, for I believe, this epiphany of God to Him, defined his ministry for the 
next 55 years. At the outset of the book of Isaiah, he tells us that his prophetic 
ministry transcends the rule of four kings. “The vision concerning Judah and 
Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw during the reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, 
Ahaz and Hezekiah, the kings of Judah” (Isaiah 1:1) To put Isaiah into historical 
context, Isaiah prophesied from 740BC to approximately 685 BC. The monarchy 
of Israel under Saul, David and Solomon concluded in about 930BC. Isaiah 
prophesied to the southern kingdom of Judah at the time when the northern 
kingdom of Israel was being annihilated by the bully nation of the day, Assyria, 
in 722 BC.  
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 I want to look at Isaiah through the lens of his call to be a prophet for his 
initial encounter with God. Let’s read about Isaiah’s encounter with a holy God in 
Isaiah 6:1-8. 
 
I. The Holiness of God Revealed (6:1-3) 
 
 The call of God came to Isaiah suddenly and without warning when he 
stepped into the temple of the Lord. It is believed that Isaiah came from a noble 
background. He was used to having access to princes and kings, being in the 
presence of regal authority and the pomp and circumstance that goes with it. Yet 
he was not prepared for the window that God would open up on his heavenly 
reign. “In the year King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on the throne…” (Is. 
6:1) What a juxtaposition! The nation was in mourning over the loss of a human 
sovereign. Uzziah, also known as Azariah, had reigned for 52 years from 792BC 
to the time of Isaiah’s call in 740BC. He had returned Judah to an era of national 
prominence that rivaled the time of David and Solomon 200 years prior. He had 
done “what right in the eyes of the Lord”, until he overstepped he bounds as 
king and interjected himself into a priestly role and was stricken with leprosy on 
his forehead.  
 
 The question on people’s mind was: Upon whom can we rely like Uzziah?  
What will become of us? Isaiah received his answer. With the passing of a 
human sovereign, Isaiah came face to face with the SOVEREIGN. Isaiah 
struggles to put into words what it was that he experienced that day. “I saw the 
Lord, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple” (Is. 6:1b) Can 
you picture the temple in dark shadows lit by the burning coals that gives off an 
eerie light? Seated on the throne is a figure who is “high and exalted”, elevated 
and regal. He is the Almighty or “El Shaddai”, which literally means the God of 
the mountain tops. “The train of his robe filled the temple.” Think of a royal 
wedding held in St. Paul’s Cathedral and the gown worn by the bride flows over 
the pews and the side aisles. Isaiah is saying that he felt like a speck in the midst 
of overwhelming deity. 
 
 In theology we have a 13 letter word for this. It is TRANSCENDENCE. The 
word means “exceeds the usual limits; rises above, goes beyond.” One of the 
meanings of the word holy is “to cut or separate”. Holiness creates a gap. When 
we speak of the standard of an industry, a product that separates itself from 
others, we speak of it as “a cut above.” God is above and beyond. Isaiah records 
God’s self description in Isaiah 55:9, “As the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” 
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 Let me see if I can illustrate Isaiah’s experience of the transcendence of 
God. A generation ago there was a humorous business book called The Peter 
Principle. Laurence Peter proffered that people get promoted because they 
demonstrate some level of competence and finally rise to their level of 
incompetence. What we don’t generally know is that Peter says there are two 
groups of people who don’t rise to their level of incompetence. The first group he 
calls the super-incompetent. For obvious reasons they rise nowhere. But the 
second group, he calls the super-competent. Why don’t they rise to their level of 
incompetence? They are a threat to their superiors who fear for their own jobs. 
The super-competent must leave to find work elsewhere.  
 
 The Lord is the ultimate super-competent, the standard against which 
everything else is measured. Around the super-competent, holy God, Isaiah sees 
otherworldly creatures: “Above him were seraphs, each with 6 wings: With two 
wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two 
they were flying” (Is. 6:2) This must have been quite a scene. Not even these 
heavenly beings could set their eyes on the blazing glory of God. They called to 
one another:  
 
 “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty;  
 the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isaiah 6:3) 
 
 Why the three fold, holy, holy, holy? In our day of computers, if we want 
to draw extra attention to something, we can put it in bold, italicize, underline, or 
different font. When Jesus wanted us to pay particular attention, he would begin 
a saying with “truly, truly, I say to you…” It was like putting an exclamation point 
at the beginning of a sentence. “Now here this…”, Jesus was saying. 
 
 The only attribute of God raised to the third power is God’s holiness. You 
never hear, Love, Love, Love, or Just, Just, Just. Why holiness? Because it is 
God’s holiness that is His primary attribute that makes him God. To be holy is to 
be set apart. It is what God does not share in common with us. All the attributes 
of God as subsumed under his holiness. 
 
 The outward manifestation of God’s holiness is His glory. “Holy, Holy, 
Holy, is the Lord Almighty, the whole earth is ablaze with his glory.” The 
apostle John says of Jesus, God’s incarnate Son, “We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father…” (John 1:14b) The glory 
of God is God’s holiness made tangible in some way that leaves an impact upon 
the senses. God appears in the form of a cloud, or a blazing light. Moses comes 
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down after forty days on the Mt. Sinai, and his face is aglow with God’s glory to 
the point where he must place a veil over his visage so that he won’t frighten the 
people. The word for glory in the Hebrew is kabod. This can be literally 
translated as God’s weightiness. I am child of 60’s. We had an expression in that 
era when someone said something profound, our response might be, “Man, 
that’s heavy.” The glory of God is his heaviness.  
 
II. The Impact of God’s Holiness (Is. 6:4) 
 
 When God’s glory is revealed, there is an impact on the physical 
surroundings. “At the sound of their (the seraphs) voices the doorposts and 
thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke” (Is. 6:4). Isaiah must 
have felt like it was all coming down around him. Let me ask you: what 
happened on October 17, 1989 at 5:04PM? Most of you don’t know because you 
weren’t there. Ask anyone who was living in the San Francisco Bay Area on that 
date, as Lily and I were, and they won’t have to think for a moment. As the Bay 
Bridge World Series between the San Francisco Giants and the Oakland A’s 
awaited for the first pitch to be thrown, an earthquake measuring 7.1 in 
magnitude rippled across the Bay Area, leaving 63 people dead, a portion of the 
Bay Bridge collapsed, the marina on fire, the pancaking of the Nimitz freeway 
near Berkeley, etc. This was 15 seconds that rocked our world.  
 
 At the time I was serving as pastor of a church and my wife was a 
principal of an elementary school, both just 15 miles from the epicenter. I had 
just started a meeting with 5 people in my office when the thunderclap hit and 
when I saw my wife next she was roaming the school grounds with hard hat in 
place. In these 15 seconds we didn’t know whether our world would tumble 
down around us? Experienced Californians know that the first place you head is 
the doorframe of a structure since that is considered one of the most reinforced 
area. Then you wait it out. What happened to Isaiah? “The doorposts and the 
thresholds shook.” The place that was sturdiest seemed to be coming down. To 
be exposed to the holiness of God is a threat to our very existence. 
 
III. God’s Holiness Exposes Our Sinfulness (Is. 6:5) 
 
 What is Isaiah’s immediate reaction? “Woe is me.” This reminds me of a 
melodrama out of the gay 90’s. The heroine is whisked away by the evil black 
Bart, placing her hand over her brow and she says, Forsooth, Alas and faints. In 
fact, the literal translation from the Hebrew for “Woe is me” is something we 
understand very well, “Oh Vay”, which is short for “Oh Vay ist mer”. Isaiah is 
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pronouncing judgment upon himself. Forces have been unleased around that 
threaten to crush his life. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of a holy God.  
 
 Isaiah continues, “I am ruined.” He is saying, “I can’t hold together. I am 
coming apart at the seams. I am dis-integrating.” All of his pretended goodness 
and false view of himself ended in an instant. Isaiah was the personification of 
righteousness, the human standard by which other humans measured 
themselves. But in the presence of a holy God, he was no different than anyone 
else. When Isaiah’s life was exposed to the holiness of God, he got a glimpse of 
his moral imperfection and was compelled to say, “For 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 Almighty” (Is. 6:5b)  
 
 Notice that the focus of his impurity is “unclean lips.” One of the themes 
that runs through Isaiah is the disjunction between expressed devotion to God 
and behavior that defies the same. We call this hypocrisy. The third 
commandment says that we are not to take the name of the Lord in vain. This is 
far more than swearing. It is the blasphemy that says we believe in God, and live 
like we don’t. Elton Trueblood said, “The third commandment does not condemn 
those who fail to believe, it condemns those who believe and do nothing about 
it.” Jesus labeled the scribes and Pharisees of his day as “hypocrites.” The word 
he chose came from the theater, meaning play acting, putting on a role, being 
two-faced. We think of the theater masks of comedy and tragedy. 
 
 Isaiah is relentless is in exposure of the people’s hypocrisy, especially its 
religious expression. “Oh, you go through all the forms of outward religious 
expression, but your lifestyle is a denial of what you say you profess.” We read in 
Isaiah 1, 
 
 “The multitude of your sacrifices—what are they to me? says the 

Lord, 
 I have more than enough of burnt offerings…I have no pleasure in 

the blood of bulls and lambs and goats. 
 Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to 

me. 
 Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts, my soul hates. 
 When you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide my eyes 

from you. 
 Even if you offer many prayers, I will not listen, Your hands are full 

of blood.” (Isaiah 1:11-15) 
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 There is probably not any greater outward sign of devotion than fasting. 
Yet the Lord again catches them in the inconsistency of this pious display and 
their unjust lives.  
 
 “Is this the kind of fast I have chosen, only a day for a man to humble 
himself? Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed and for lying on sackcloth 
and ashes? Is that what you call a fast, a day acceptable to the Lord?” (Is. 58:5) 
 
 In both of these instances, the Lord turns their hearts and lives to those 
who are the bottom rung of life. 
  
 “Stop doing wrong, learn to do right, Seek justice, encourage the 
oppressed, Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow. (Is. 
1:17) 
 
 “Is this not the kind of fasting I have chosen; to loose the chains of 
oppression…Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor 
wanderer with shelter?” (Is. 58:6-7) 
 
 The point here is that devotion to God must move beyond lip-service, 
paying our dues, writing a check, being a pew-potato.  
 
 The Lord speaking through Isaiah might say something to us like, 
 
 “Don’t tell me you love me, when you don’t care for the dispossessed.” 
 
 “Don’t tell me you love me, while your reputation in business is someone 
who can’t be trusted.” 
 
 “Don’t tell you love me, when you can’t find time for your family.”  
 
IV. A Severe Mercy (Is. 6:6-7) 
 
 Isaiah saw his own hypocrisy and that of the people. He was in solidarity 
with them and writhing in pain over what had been exposed in his heart. He 
would like nothing better than to hide under the cover of darkness. There was no 
place to run from the Lord’s penetrating gaze. But God is not a sadist who leaves 
Isaiah to writhe in unquenchable pain. Immediately God moves to alleviate the 
pain of Isaiah’s moral guilt. As soon as Isaiah comes clean, God instantaneously 
alleviates his agony. God’s holiness is not opposed to love; it is opposed to sin. 
God’s love is a holy love. It is a severe mercy. For one of the seraphs carries a 
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red hot coal from the altar fire with tongs and touches it to the lips of Isaiah. He 
cauterizes and cleanses the guilt of Isaiah’s sin with a purifying fire saying, “See, 
this has touched you lips; your guilt is taken away and sin atoned for.” (Is. 6:7) 
 
 But wait who made the atonement? Who paid the price? All of this 
forgiveness is from the Lord’s initiative. No payment is exacted from Isaiah. 
Nothing is required of Isaiah, except for confession. This leads us back to the 
theological dilemma that we have been setting up. How can a holy God have 
anything to do with sinful man? We have just seen that God detests, he hates 
the hypocrisy in us. How is this absolved so that this same God who desires 
mercy can show it without violating his own justice? Sin must be paid for, there 
must be a price exacted.  
 
 God himself pays the price of mercy. The one sinned against pays for the 
one who does the sinning. Isaiah introduces us to the righteous servant who 
sacrifices his life on our behalf. With a stunning prophetic message, he tells us of 
the servant of righteousness who is our stand in, who is the atoning sacrifice for 
our sin. Jesus said of himself, “For even the son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 
Jesus saw his sacrificial death on the cross as the price of redemption offered to 
set the captives free.  
 
 Could there be any clearer picture of this redemption, that the description 
of the suffering servant in Isaiah 53:4-6:  
 

“Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows; 
Yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him and 
afflicted. 
But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our 
iniquities; 
The punishment that brought us peace was upon him and by his 
wounds we are healed. 
We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his 
own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 
53:4-6) 

 
 The way for a holy God to provide mercy for sinful humanity while 
maintaining the integrity of His justice is to pay for sin himself. Paul writes, “He 
who knew no sin, became sin for us that we might become the righteousness of 
God” (II Cor. 5:21). Our Lord motivated by love satisfies his own demand for 
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justice by climbing onto a cross and bearing the brunt of God’s holy wrath 
toward sin. Take forgiveness for granted!? Then we don’t understand the price.  
 
 This is how John Stott summarizes the price of forgiveness.  
 
 “The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both 
sin and salvation. For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, 
while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man asserts 
himself against God, and puts himself where only God deserves to be; God 
sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where only man deserves to be.”  
 
 Dr. Paul Brand in his wonderful book In His Image captures the 
atonement with the use of a medical analogy. In Vellore, India where he served 
as a missionary, an epidemic of measles broke out. Their infant daughter, 
Estelle, was dangerously vulnerable. Their colleague, a pediatrician, explained to 
the people that they needed a convalescent serum, he referred to as “the blood 
of an overcomer.” They needed to find someone who had had measles and 
defeated the disease. They located this person, withdrew some blood, captured 
the cells and injected the serum into Estelle’s little body. With these “borrowed” 
antibodies, she was able to fight off the disease. She overcame measles not by 
her own resistance and vitality, but as a result of a battle that had take place 
previously in someone else.  
 
 Isaiah did nothing to affect his own forgiveness, but to allow the seraph to 
touch his lips with the coal of forgiveness, while acknowledging his need.  
 
V. Obedience Flows From a Forgiven Life (Is. 6:8) 
 
 This is often where we end the story. You can be forgiven and start afresh 
because another one has paid the price for you. Accept the gift and you are 
home free. This is what Bonhoeffer calls “cheap grace”. Dallas Willard calls it 
“bar-code” Christianity. As long as we can say that we have received the gift of 
forgiveness, we can them can be rung up by the great scanner in the sky. We 
are in. Ka-ching.  
 
 In fact, this is only the beginning of the story as it was for Isaiah and for 
us. For flowing from forgiveness is obedience.  
 
 After the burning coal of cleansing touched Isaiah’s lips, we read, “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. Send me!” (Is. 6:8)  
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 Once Isaiah felt the burning coal of God’s forgiveness had cleansed the 
guilt of his filthiness, “his dirty mouth”, he knew that there was no price to great 
to pay. His life was no longer his own. As the apostle Paul says, “We have been 
bought with a price” (I Cor. 6:12). The way we demonstrate our love, is quite 
clearly obedience. We commit to align our lives, trusting in the One who is 
Sovereign over all.  
 
 This church comes out of what is called the Reformed tradition. One of 
our cardinal doctrines of our tradition is justification by faith alone. Yet we have 
often distorted this to the point where all we need to do is confess with our lips 
and state our understanding that there is nothing we can do to effect our own 
salvation. If we put confidence, place our trust in the completed work of Christ 
on the cross then we are forgiven. If we accept Jesus as our personal Savior we 
have done all that is necessary. We can all to easily turn this into a formulaic 
response. We pray the sinner’s prayer. This is where it ends. We go on believing 
that we can our live our lives with the full confidence that our ticket is punched 
for eternity. That is all that is necessary.  
 
 That is both a distortion of justification by faith and a distortion of the 
good news. The good news is that we have a Savior that was willing to go to 
ends unimaginable to buy our lives back. He exchanges his life for ours; and in 
response we give our lives to him. We then join a movement of Jesus people 
who are willing to pray the Lord’s Prayer.  
 
 Almost every Sunday we pray a prayer that affirms Isaiah’s encounter 
with a holy God. Yet I wonder if we truly grasp what we are praying.  
 
  “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be your name.” “Holy is your 
name.” Yet, this is not just a statement of what is true about God, that He is 
holy. It is the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer. It is what we are asking to be the 
reality in our lives, in our world, in our attitude toward the holy God. “Our 
Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be your name in us, in me.” What we are 
saying is, “May your name be holy in the way that I live.” “Lord, may you be 
revered, respected, honored, held in awe by me. May my life reflect your 
holiness.”  
 
 As we enter into 2009, I trust we will never be able to say the Lord’s 
Prayer again without thinking of the call of Isaiah. All cheap grace, and 
presumption of forgiveness are set aside. We have been claimed by Another.  
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 In Isaiah we see the pattern of the way God works:  
 

• God appears (in holiness) 
• Man quakes in terror 
• God forgives and heals 
• God sends. 

 
 Are we ready to say with Isaiah, “He am I. Send me”?  
  


