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II. Holy and exalted in His Justice (Psalm 99:4-5) 
III. Holy and exalted in His Immanence (Psalm 99:6-9) 
 
Psalm 99 The LORD reigns; let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon the 
cherubim; let the earth quake! 2The LORD is great in Zion; he is exalted over all the 
peoples. 3Let them praise your great and awesome name! He is holy! 
 
4The King in his might loves justice. You have established equity; you have 
executed justice and righteousness in Jacob. 5Exalt the LORD our God; worship at 
his footstool! He is holy! 
 
6Moses and Aaron were among his priests, Samuel also was among those who 
called upon his name. They called to the LORD, and he answered them. 7In the 
pillar of the cloud he spoke to them; they kept his testimonies and the statute that 
he gave them. 8O LORD our God, you answered them; you were a forgiving God to 
them, but an avenger of their wrongdoings. 9Exalt the LORD our God, and worship 
at his holy mountain; for the LORD our God is holy!  
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Holy, Holy, Holy, Exalted, Exalted, Exalted  
Psalm 99:1-9 

 
“Holier Than Thou” is a label used to describe people who are self-righteous and 

show it, people willing to name all your sins while living in the pretense of 
being sin-free themselves. Holier Than Thou is also the title of a new book by 
Jackie Hill Perry, author of Gay Girl, Good God, her testimony of salvation 
from sin and selfishness and a lesbian lifestyle. This new book does not focus  
on her at all, but entirely on God. Her key sentence is fantastic. In one thought 
it makes you want to know more about a God who is holy. “If God is holy 
then He can’t sin. If God can’t sin then He can’t sin against me. If He can’t 
sin against me shouldn’t that make Him the most trustworthy being there is?” 

Yes and amen. Today we’re studying Psalm 99, which is one of three places where 
God is called “Holy, Holy, Holy.” You remember the first one, Isaiah chapter 
6: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, 
high and lifted up; and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2Above him stood 
the seraphim. Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two 
he covered his feet, and with two he flew. 3And one called to another and said: 
“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!” 
4And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, 
and the house was filled with smoke.”  

Perry says “in Hebrew literature, the use of repetition was common practice. Jesus 
used it often by beginning his lessons with the words “Truly, truly.” By this, 
His listeners knew that all that was to follow was significant and true. Rarely 
in Scripture do you see this literary device used to the third degree; never do 
you see it used to the third degree to address an attribute of God except here 
in Isaiah and in Revelation 4:8 With all three “holys,” the seraphim are 
emphasizing the absolute, unalterable, essential, and total holiness of God.”  

Revelation 4 is the last triple repetition. It’s another scene of the throne room of God, 
and “around the throne, on each side of the throne, are four living creatures, 
full of eyes in front and behind: 7the first living creature like a lion, the second 
living creature like an ox, the third living creature with the face of a man, and 
the fourth living creature like an eagle in flight. 8And the four living creatures, 
each of them with six wings, are full of eyes all around and within, and day 
and night they never cease to say, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God 
Almighty, who was and is and is to come!”  
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Psalm 99 doesn’t say “Holy, holy, holy,” but it says holy three times. Let’s read the 

whole Psalm. Listen for the three times. The LORD reigns; let the peoples 
tremble! He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the earth quake! 2The LORD 
is great in Zion; he is exalted over all the peoples. 3Let them praise your great 
and awesome name! He is holy! 4The King in his might loves justice. You have 
established equity; you have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob. 
5Exalt the LORD our God; worship at his footstool! He is holy! 6Moses and 
Aaron were among his priests, Samuel also was among those who called upon 
his name. They called to the LORD, and he answered them. 7In the pillar of the 
cloud he spoke to them; they kept his testimonies and the statute that he gave 
them. 8O LORD our God, you answered them; you were a forgiving God to 
them, but an avenger of their wrongdoings. 9Exalt the LORD our God, and 
worship at his holy mountain; for the LORD our God is holy! 

The repetition of “He is holy,” “He is holy,” “The LORD our God is holy” divides 
the psalm into three pieces. But there is another word, also repeated three 
times in the Psalm – exalt or exalted. This word helps focus each of the parts. 
The first three verses tell us he is holy and exalted in his reign. Verses 4 and 
5 tell us he is holy and exalted in his justice, and verses 6 to 9 tell us he is holy 
and exalted in his immanence, that is, in his intimate presence. What we’ll see 
today is that the LORD is holy and exalted, yet he is close to his people. 

Verse 1: “The LORD reigns; let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon the 
cherubim; let the earth quake!” This is the fourth time in our series that the 
Psalmist has said “the LORD reigns.” It indicates his sovereignty, his power, 
his transcendence, and it indicates that he takes an active role in the lives of 
his people and his whole creation. Because this sovereign transcendent LORD 
reigns, the peoples of the earth should tremble. This is one of the ways the 
fear of the LORD is thought of in Scripture: God is so great that to be near him 
is to tremble in fear. Back when I was an engineer I worked with a plant in 
Baton Rouge that used high pressure to make polypropylene. By high pressure 
I mean 50,000 psi, which is three times the pressure of the deepest part of the 
ocean. It kinda made you nervous, standing next to these thick-walled pipes 
listening to the massive compressors and knowing the slightest leak would set 
off a massive explosion. You didn’t expect anything bad to happen, but you 
knew it could. So great is the LORD who reigns, that the whole earth is smart 
enough to be nervous. It trembles.  

This sovereign LORD, the psalmist says, is enthroned upon the cherubim. Cherubim 
are fascinating spiritual beings. We first meet them as the guardians of the 
gate to Eden after Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden.  
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We next hear of them after the exodus from Egypt. In the tabernacle of Israel the 

inner room was called the most holy place. In it was the ark of the covenant, 
a gold box containing the two tablets of law that God gave Moses on Mount 
Sinai. On top was a cover called the mercy seat and carved onto it were two 
cherubim. Exodus 25 says “The cherubim shall spread out their wings above, 
overshadowing the mercy seat with their wings, their faces one to another. . . 
. There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between 
the two cherubim that are on the ark of the testimony, I will speak with you 
about all that I will give you in commandment for the people of Israel.”   

Later Ezekiel saw a vision of wheels of fire and four cherubim and the glory of God 
seated above them. I once characterized Ezekiel’s description of these living 
creatures as describing the indescribable. But all this led to the phrase 
“enthroned above the cherubim” as a way of signifying the awesome and 
terrifying presence of God. It also led to the ark of the covenant being called 
God’s footstool: God enthroned above, his feet on the ark. But that was too 
small an image and in other places it is Jerusalem that is his footstool, or all 
of Israel, or the whole earth. When we’re told to worship at his footstool, in 
verse 5 of this Psalm, we are being told to come to the place where he is 
enthroned above the cherubim and to bow down in fear and trembling. 

Verse 2: “The LORD is great in Zion; he is exalted over all the peoples.” The new 
word in this sentence is our triple-word, “exalted.” The basic meaning is 
“raised up.” It can be used for what God does for a leader like Joshua or a king 
like David: “God raised him up.” But it is often used of God, Psalm 57:5 “Be 
exalted, O God, above the heavens! Let your glory be over all the earth!” The 
mental, spiritual, emotional exercise of placing God higher than yourself, 
higher than your needs, higher even than your concerns, is not only wildly 
good for your soul, but it reflects the reality of the universe. “God exalted” is 
the way things really are. Another word for this is transcendent. God is above 
creation and independent of it. He is a being of a wholly different kind than 
creation. He is above us in every way and every capacity, as a human being is 
above a spec of dust in every capacity: thought, energy, movement, size, 
reproduction, everything but existence. So is God to us. He transcends us.  

Therefore, verse 3, “Let them praise your great and awesome name! He is holy!” 
Two quick observations before we get to “holy.” First, as we’ve seen often in 
these psalms, it’s not just about Israel, but the whole world. The antecedents 
for “them” in this verse are “Zion” and “all the peoples,” in verse 2.  Second, 
we know that to praise God’s name, his great and awesome name, is the same 
as praising God’s character.  
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Let me pause to make a quick application, really for this whole series. I’ve been 

trying to stretch our brains, to give us more capacity and categories for 
wonder. So early on we looked at God’s eternity, at his works, at his majesty, 
at his justice. Today we look at his holiness. But there are more. Grudem’s 
Systematic Theology lists more than twenty attributes, including “invisibility, 
omniscience, wisdom, truthfulness, goodness, love, mercy, grace, patience, 
peace, justice, wrath, freedom, omnipotence, blessedness, beauty and glory. 
And that just scratches the surface. The application would be to pick a 
character quality from a description of God anyplace in Scripture and pursue 
it throughout Scripture, so it becomes part of your own vocabulary of praise. 

The stretch words for today are “exalted,” which we’ve already talked about, and 
“holy.” “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty.” What do we mean when 
we say God is holy? Those who have been around Christianity a long time 
might immediately jump to the phrase “set apart.” That’s true. Throughout 
Scripture we see things called holy because they are set apart for God’s use, 
from the nation of Israel to the tongs used for the coals of the altar of incense. 
But that’s not the only definition of God’s holiness. Jackie Perry says “When 
most people think about the term holy, they only think about it in the context 
of something being moral, pious, righteous, without sin, or religious. . . . I am 
holy so far as I don't sin.” That’s another true but limited understanding of 
God’s holiness. God does not sin, God is good. God is morally pure.  

But we can put these two definitions together, “set apart” and “pure.” Perry says “I'll 
explain it the way I explained it to my daughter. I said, "for God to be holy 
means that God is good and that God is unique. The good part is that he is 
without sin. He cannot sin and will never sin. The amazing part is that God 
simply exists differently than us." That's what holiness means. It means that 
God is morally pure and that God is different and distinct from everything else 
that exists. In other words God is not just separate but transcendent. 

That’s a working definition: God is morally pure and uniquely transcendent. We’ll 
expand on that in a minute, but it certainly makes sense of this psalm so far. 
Every paragraph in fact links the truth that God is exalted with the truth that 
God is holy. He’s exalted three times. He’s holy three times. But the first 
paragraph emphasizes his transcendent separateness, as he reigns from on 
high, causing us to fear and tremble. We tremble before his holiness. The 
second paragraph emphasizes his perfect moral purity by reflecting on his 
perfect justice. Verses 4 and 5 The King in his might loves justice. You have 
established equity; you have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob. 
5Exalt the LORD our God; worship at his footstool! He is holy! 



Psalm 98:1-9, Page 5 of 8 
 
The King loves justice. God is transcendent and powerful. He is able to do anything 

he chooses to do, but he’s not arbitrary. What he chooses to do is what is right, 
what is just. We’ve seen this so often in these psalms. God is a judge, as Psalm 
94 told us, but his judgment is based on perfect justice. He loves justice. The 
word love there is not hesed, steadfast love, but rather the common Old 
Testament word for all kinds of love. It’s love of a husband for a wife and of 
a parent for a child. It’s “love the LORD your God” and “love your neighbor.” 
It’s the love God has for his people. It’s romantic love, it’s emotional love, 
it’s gut love that rises up out of relationship, not out of cold decision. And it’s 
with this love that God loves justice. He loves to see right done to wrongdoers 
and for the innocent. He doesn’t want people to get away with stuff. 

And because he loves justice, he does justice. “You have established equity; you 
have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob.” Three words for justice 
right there. “Equity” essentially means a straight line, something that doesn’t 
deviate. If you remember from the New Testament the common word for sin 
means missing the mark. This word would mean hitting the mark God has 
established. But the implication of our English word equity, fairness, is there 
too. God uses a consistent measure of what’s right and what’s wrong. The 
second word, “justice” is the most common word for law and justice in the 
Old Testament. It can be used of individual laws, or the whole system of 
justice God has revealed, or of the administration of justice to individuals.  

The final word, righteousness, is a characteristic of God and a requirement of man. 
God is righteous, or right, or morally pure. And he requires righteousness or 
moral and behavioral purity of people. Both sides of this are captured in Psalm 
11:7 “For the LORD is righteous; he loves righteous deeds; the upright shall 
behold his face.” Since the LORD is righteous he has established righteousness 
as his standard. Since the LORD is morally pure, he calls on us to be morally 
pure. Leviticus 19:2, which is quoted by Peter in the New Testament says 
“You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy.” 

The truth of God’s moral purity also leads to worship. Verse 5, “Exalt the LORD our 
God; worship at his footstool! He is holy!” We noted the connection earlier 
between worshipping at his footstool and God being enthroned above the 
cherubim. To worship bowed low at his footstool is to exalt him. When God 
is proclaimed to be “holy, holy, holy” in Isaiah, the passage begins with Isaiah 
saying “I saw the LORD, high and lifted up.” He is exalted. His holiness always 
exalts him. It lifts him up and proclaims his transcendent separateness. But his 
holiness also, always, proclaims his moral purity, his righteousness and 
justice. He always does right. And this leads to trust.  
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As we exalt God and as we proclaim his moral purity, we can make exactly the same 

statement that Jackie Hill Perry does. “If God is holy, then He can’t sin. If 
God can’t sin, then He can’t sin against me. If He can’t sin against me, 
shouldn’t that make Him the most trustworthy being there is?” 

God is exalted and separate in his holiness. He is perfect and just in his holiness. Yet 
there is a third aspect of God’s holy character celebrated in this Psalm. He is 
close to us. He is both transcendent and immanent. Verses 6 to 9 Moses and 
Aaron were among his priests, Samuel also was among those who called upon 
his name. They called to the LORD, and he answered them. 7In the pillar of the 
cloud he spoke to them; they kept his testimonies and the statute that he gave 
them. 8O LORD our God, you answered them; you were a forgiving God to 
them, but an avenger of their wrongdoings. 9Exalt the LORD our God, and 
worship at his holy mountain; for the LORD our God is holy!  

This is change of perspective.  The psalmist thinks of what a holy God had done for 
Israel in the history of redemption. He thinks of Moses, Aaron, and Samuel. 
The word “priests” is not literal, because in the strict sense Moses was not a 
priest. The word is related to the word “serve” and is here loosely used for 
“servants” or “intercessors.” Moses, Aaron, and Samuel served God and 
interceded on Israel’s behalf. They called to the LORD. He responded to their 
prayers. Just two of many examples. For Moses, Exodus 32:11 “But Moses 
implored the LORD his God and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot 
against your people, whom you have brought out of the land of Egypt with 
great power and with a mighty hand?”  For Samuel, 1 Samuel 7:9 “So Samuel 
took a nursing lamb and offered it as a whole burnt offering to the LORD. And 
Samuel cried out to the LORD for Israel, and the LORD answered him.” 

Verse 7 “In the pillar of the cloud he spoke to them; they kept his testimonies and 
the statute that he gave them.” This is of course speaking specifically of Moses 
and Aaron, or maybe just of Moses. The only time we know that God spoke 
to Aaron from the pillar of cloud was to rebuke him when Aaron and Miriam 
rebelled against Moses. But Moses, Exodus tells us, would go to a tent outside 
the camp. “When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend 
and stand at the entrance of the tent, and the LORD would speak with Moses.” 
And Moses would tell the people how to keep the Lord’s decrees and laws. 
Do you see what is going on here? The Holy God has come near. This 
sovereignly transcendent, separate, perfectly pure God was willing to come 
and speak with a man, Moses, and with so many others even in the Old 
Testament. In his holy mercy, holy forbearance, holy mercy and holy love, 
God was willing to be near to sinful and rebellious people deserving judgment.  
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This is not part of his holiness, but it is a part of the story that must be told when we 

define God’s holiness. Perfect transcendence and moral purity would not, in 
our minds, lead to this. It could lead only to just punishment and destruction. 
Habakkuk said of the LORD, “your eyes are too pure to look on evil.” And yet 
whenever God’s holiness is expressed in judgment, there is also an offer of 
mercy. Whenever God’s holiness is expressed in transcendent separateness, 
there is also an offer of presence. Isaiah 57:15 “For thus says the One who is 
high and lifted up, who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: “I dwell in the 
high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit, 
to revive the spirit of the lowly, and to revive the heart of the contrite.” God 
doesn’t say “but also with the lowly,” there. He says “and also with the lowly” 
Part of his separateness and purity is his compassion to the lowly. 

Verse 8: “O LORD our God, you answered them; you were a forgiving God to them, 
but an avenger of their wrongdoings.” This probably applies to Moses, Aaron 
and Samuel, who each did have their sins, but also to the people they prayed 
for. God heard their prayers and forgave the sins of the people. Yet in almost 
every case we see in Scripture, there were human consequences either before 
or after the prayer that did not go away. Moses offers a fascinating example 
which offers great insight into God’s holiness. We don’t have time to fully 
study it today, but it’s the second of the two times that Moses struck the rock 
to provide water, from the rock for the people. But the second time God didn’t 
tell him to strike the rock, just talk to it. Moses struck the rock out of anger at 
the people. The consequence of that was that Moses was not allowed to enter 
the promised land with the people. Yet he was forgiven, for the first thing said 
on his behalf after his death was that the LORD knew him face to face.  

This gracious presence of God is tremendously important. God is holy and pure and 
there is no way we should be able to stand in his presence. Our sin should and 
does separate us from God, or God in his holiness is separated from our sin, 
for holiness is separation from sin. But, just as he was a forgiving God to them, 
so he is a forgiving God to us. The wonderful advantage we have over anyone 
in the Old Testament is that we can see the means of that forgiveness. We see 
Jesus, who was God the Son made flesh to dwell among us. A perfect holy 
God came to live in the impurity of this world yet never sinned. Then, so that 
the separation between a holy God and sinful men might be closed, he became 
sin for us, took the punishment we deserved, bore the wrath we were due. He 
restored us, reconciled us, rescued us and made us righteous, so we can enter 
the presence of a Holy God. He is a forgiving God to us, through Jesus. 

Therefore, verse 9, let us “Exalt the LORD our God, and worship at his holy 
mountain; for the LORD our God is holy!” He is exalted. He is holy, yet he 
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draws near to us. The holy mountain is almost certainly Sinai, which we talked 
about several times in these last few weeks. Just further proof that these 
Psalms were not arranged randomly. But, as we saw last week, we can come 
to God without standing at the foot of the mountain or entering a physical holy 
place. Through the sacrifice of Jesus, we have confidence to enter the holy 
presence by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for 
us. We draw with full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean. 

This is the beauty of holiness. The LORD is holy. He is exalted. Yet he draws near to 
his people. John Piper, decades ago, spoke to a youth rally about holiness, and 
I close with a great illustration from that talk. He says “When something is 
unique, it’s really rare. It’s absolutely rare. So I asked my wife, Noël, on 
Friday night, “Why is gold used as the standard of our money? Why do we 
prize gold so highly?” And she accurately said, “Because it’s rare.” I said, 
“Yeah, but there are fish that are really rare.” And she said, “Gold has some 
permanence, but fish rot and get smelly. They can’t be the standard of 
anything no matter how rare they are.”  

So you’ve got rare and you’ve got permanence, and I would add accessibility. There 
are rocks probably far down under this field, way more rare than gold, but you 
can’t get at them, and so they’re useless. They’re no help to being the 
monetary standard at all. And there are fish at the bottom of the sea nobody 
has ever caught or even classified, and they’re no use either. So you’ve got 
rare, you’ve got permanence, and you’ve got accessibility, and I think the 
uniqueness of God is all of that. He’s the rarest of all beings, he has absolute 
permanence, and in Jesus Christ, he’s made himself accessible. Holiness is 
God’s exalted separateness and perfect moral purity that makes itself 
personally accessible to us in Jesus Christ.”  

That’s exactly what we’ve been seeing today. He is a holy God of exalted 
separateness and perfect moral purity, yet he draws near to us in Jesus Christ. 


