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Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts 

 

Isaiah 6:1–8 

Psalm 29 

Romans 8:12–17 

John 3:1–17 

 

Text: Isaiah 6:3 

And one called to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full 

of his glory.’ 

 

Introduction 

It was in the tenth century when the church first celebrated the feast day in honour of the Trinity 

that falls on the Sunday following Pentecost (today) in the Western Church, and on Pentecost in 

the Eastern church (June 20).  It is one of the few church feast days in honour of a doctrine.  

Trinity.  The Christian teaching that God has made God’s self known as Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit.  It sounds archaic to modern ears.  When the preacher announces that the subject of the 

sermon this coming Sunday is the Trinity it tends not to draw a crowd and online its easy to 

navigate to another website.  

 

1. In the introduction to his 2002 book The Trinity: An Essential for Faith in Our Time, Dr. 

Andrew Stirling described the preacher’s dilemma.   “As a preacher of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 

I often feel torn between two worlds, each of which has its own vocabulary and icons.  The first 

world is the realm of modern North American society in which I exercise my pastoral ministry. 

In this world I am daily confronted with the spirit of radical doubt which sees God as the “dream 

of fools” and His Son as an historic relic. … I often feel like an alien in this world, as if I am 

reaching back in time to another era, a distant planet, where the miraculous was accepted and the 

transcendent was glorified, a world in which faith was considered relevant and did not need to 

prove itself.  

 

The second world is the world of theology with its protracted use of a dead language (Latin) and 

its secret codes assessable to an elite few. … In this world I feel like a temporary sojourner, 

finding it a nice place to visit but a dangerous place to stay.”  

 

It is true that the word ‘Trinity’ does not appear in the Bible, but the building blocks are there.  In 

the vision of Isaiah where he sees the Lord sitting on a throne, winged beings known as seraphs 

call out the thrice ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ in describing God, and the voice of the Lord asks, ‘Who 

will go for us?’ In the famous John 3:16, Jesus reveals the heart of the Father and the gift of his 

Son to Nicodemus in the context of introducing him to second birth by the Spirit.  Likewise, Paul 

tells us that it is by the Spirit that Christians experience God as Father and Christ as brother.  In 

the New Testament the Trinity—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—is the grammar for speaking of 

God. 

 

But why is it important?  For one thing, Christian faith is rooted in the oneness of being between 

Jesus Christ and God the Father.  According to the gospel Jesus is the manifest face of God; to 

see Jesus is to see into the heart of the One he calls the Father.  If they are not One in being then 
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this relationship is severed and we are left not knowing if God loves us—is Jesus simply a mask 

God puts on for certain occasions?  The doctrine of the Trinity expresses the gospel truth that 

they are one in being and to know that Jesus loves you is to know that Father loves you and you 

experience that same love in presence of the Holy Spirit in your life.  

 

Consider the encounter Jesus has with Nicodemus as Jesus endeavours to make clear that 

Nicodemus needs to be born from above, he needs a work of the Spirit of God in his life; a work 

that is possible because God so loves the world that he gave his only Son.  Jesus speaks of all 

three—God, Spirit, and Son—as being on the same page with respect to our need.  Put another 

way, Jesus Christ desires for us to know the inner life of God and calls us to manifest this love—

the love of the inner life of God—for others.  Jesus said, “As the Father has loved me, so I have 

loved you; abide in my love.” (John 15:9) 

 

2. In February 2021 it was learned that Japan has appointed a "Minister of Loneliness" to try and 

reduce loneliness and social isolation among its residents as the country deals with rising suicide 

rates.  During the month of October (2020), more Japanese died from suicide than had died from 

COVID-19 in all of 2020. … Studies show that loneliness has been linked to a higher risk of 

health issues like heart disease, dementia, and eating disorders.  People have worked to solve the 

loneliness issue in a variety of ways. One company designed a robot to hold someone’s hand 

when they’re lonely and one man charges people to simply sit with them and “do nothing” 

except keep them company. 

 

In response to a comment I had made in a sermon about the ideology of individualism that 

pervades our culture, one young person sent me a note about the impact of individualism among 

people in this person’s age bracket.  The impact was that it gave rise to a desire for community.  I 

was grateful for that insight.  The questions of ‘where do I belong’ or ‘what is my connection 

with others’ are pressing concerns for young people.  Institutions that once united us are not 

trusted.  As, for example, statues of Canada’s founders are being torn down and the founding of 

the country called into question, the unifying symbol of a country’s flag is tarnished.  The City of 

Markham champions diversity stating that ‘diversity encompasses that vast range of all of the 

variety of similarities and differences among individuals.’  I suppose this vast array of possible 

connections is a plus, but does it necessarily make for community.  I would also observe that 

pandemic lockdowns with stay-at-home orders have likely frustrated the possibility for 

community. 

 

Do you ever wonder where this desire for community comes from?  Why do humans desire 

relationships with others?  Relationships can be quite painful at times, yet we desire them.  N.T. 

Wright, in his book Simply Christian, probes a number of questions like this one about a desire 

for community.  “Why do we expect justice?  Why do we crave spirituality?  Why are we 

attracted to beauty?”  Wright suggests that these questions are the very echoes of a voice we 

dimly perceive but deeply long to hear; these questions take us to the heart of who God is and 

what he wants from us and for us. 

 

The question I would ask young people of this generation to entertain is this; is it possible that 

the desire we have for community points to something or someone beyond us?  Is it merely a 

matter of survival or simply arising out of our human attempt to make life meaningful?  Consider 
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the apprehension of the beauty of a sunset.  Why do you perceive it as beautiful?  As a Christian 

we say that the God who created beauty placed within the human the capacity for the 

apprehension of beauty.  This is why N.T Wright says that the apprehension of beauty is the echo 

of a voice we dimly perceive.  I would say the same for this desire for community.  In it is the 

echo of a voice we dimly perceive but deeply long to hear.   

 

Which brings me to the Triune nature of God.  The scripture teaches us that creation itself sprang 

from the overflow of God’s love.  The love of the Father for Son and the Spirit, and the love of 

the Son for the Father and the Spirit, and love of the Spirit for the Son and the Father was so 

strong that the effervescence of that love issues in creation.  Creation is that overflow of love. 

God wanted to share the life and the love he already had so exquisitely among Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit. The three persons of God are so invested in one another, so self-giving for one 

another, so caring of one another that although three persons they form just one God. They’ve 

been serving each other for all eternity and finding holy joy in that loving co-service. 

 

In other words, the Biblical story of God is that the community that is this inner life of God is the 

ground or source of the human desire for community.  “Let us make humankind in our image, 

according to our likeness”, says God in the creation story.  (Genesis 1:26).  Having been created 

in the image of God who exists in this self-giving community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, it 

should not surprise us that we humans were created to live in community with one another.  This 

is why I invite you to consider that this desire for community may be the echo of a voice.  It is 

the voice we Christians believe we hear as Jesus talks with Nicodemus. 

 

When Jesus talks to Nicodemus about being born from above by the Spirit, a new birth made 

possible by the love of God who gave his only Son, Jesus is holding out his ready welcome into 

this fellowship of community with God.   When the Apostle Paul says that Holy Spirit witness to 

the spirit of the believer that she is an heir of God and joint-heir with Christ, Paul is talking about 

nature of the fellowship that is the inner life of God.  The good news of Jesus Christ, the gospel, 

is the story of God welcoming us into this joyous fellowship, this loving community of Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit.  In fact, says the gospel, it is the community in which the human was 

created to belong and from which humans have been severed because of God’s just judgement of 

our sin, our defiant disdain for God.   

 

3.  When you hear the word “Holy” what comes to mind?  In Isaiah’s vision of the throne of God 

seraphs called to one another, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his 

glory.’  Holy.  Culturally speaking it is not a common word, used sometimes to express surprise, 

“Holy cow!”  It may be regarded as something no one wants to be; maybe thinking that to much  

holiness is to miss out on way too much in life; what’s wrong with a little vice now and then?, 

we tend to think. 

 

And then we read that, in the wake of being in the presence of God, Isaiah becomes painfully 

aware of his sinfulness.  And I said: ‘Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I 

live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!’  Isaiah’s 

surprise is that he has been allowed to see God though he is sinful.  In the acknowledgement of 

his sinfulness before God an action takes place where Isaiah’s sin is blotted out.  Are we afraid 

of holiness as the perfection of being that abides no imperfections?   
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I noted with you earlier that Christian faith is rooted in the oneness of being between Jesus Christ 

and God the Father.  Jesus is the manifest face of God.  If we want to know what holiness looks 

like in person all we need to do is look at Jesus.  I note with you that those who admitted their 

sinfulness, those who needed no convincing that they were far from God’s holiness, found in 

Jesus a ready welcome.  Jesus was attractive, winsome, a joy to be with—this is what holiness 

looks like.  Jesus lived the perfect human life to redeem ours.  As you read the gospel stories you 

will also note that those who hated him were the self-righteous, those who perceived Jesus to be 

a threat to their positions of power and wealth and prestige in this world. 

 

Dr. Victor Shepherd wrote, “I am convinced that the overarching, comprehensive theme of 

Scripture is one matter with two aspects: God’s re-assertion of his holiness in the face of our 

denying his, and God’s re-establishing our holiness in the wake of our contradicting ours. We 

deny God’s holiness and we contradict our own.  According to Scripture, God is ceaselessly at 

work to re-assert his holiness and re-establish ours.  Both these concerns are gathered up in what 

I call the ‘root’ commandment of Scripture. The ‘root commandment’ is, “You shall be holy as I 

the Lord your God am holy.”  But look at the grammatical form: “You shall be….” “You shall 

be” can be read as command or as promise.  Read as command it means “You ought to be holy, 

you had better be holy.”  Read as promise it means “One day you will be rendered holy; I 

guarantee it: you will be found holy.” 

 

It is our friends, the seventeenth-century Puritans, who insist that all God’s commands are 

“covered promises.”  The Puritans always knew that what God requires of his people God gives 

to his people. What God commands his people to exemplify God promises his people will 

display. 

 

Just as in Isaiah, Jesus makes clear to Nicodemus that provision has been made for us sinners to 

be welcomed into this inner life of God.  And our love of one another in the church is to be 

formed and normed by this love of God we find in the inner life of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.   

 

Conclusion 

When Isaiah records the seraphs words, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts,” the word 

translated “Lord” is what theologians call the tetragrammaton.  It was used in the Hebrew 

scriptures for the name of God.  It comprises four consonants and contains no vowels.  Lacking 

vowels, it is unpronounceable.  Because it is unpronounceable it is untranslatable; for this reason 

there can be no substitute for it.  There can be no substitute for the name of the God who has 

named himself Father, Son and Holy Spirit. To know God, honour and obey and adore God, is to 

find that the doctrine of the Trinity is neither the museum-like security-blanket of the nervous 

nor the jettisonable baggage of the naive.  The doctrine of the Trinity, rather, will ever orient us 

to the living God whose love for a dying world commissions us to love it no less. 

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 


