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The belief in the trinity is the most important and foundational aspect of Christianity. According to the Bible, there is no God, but the triune God (one God in essence existing eternally as three persons) of the Bible or Christianity and we humans are created by and in the image and likeness of this God. Humans are the crown of God’s creative work and the most God-like creatures and God is the ultimate standard and pattern for our life. The apostle Peter says, quoting the Words of the Lord found in the OT statement, “But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.””
 This is a series of two articles. In this article we will try to arrive at an understanding of the nature of God’s holiness and draw out the implications of this truth for our lives. In the next article we will focus on holiness in our thought life.

Holiness in the Trinity or Triune God – the General Understanding

The Bible says that God is holy (1 Samuel 2: 2; Psalm 99: 3, 5, 9; 111: 9; Isaiah 5: 16; 6: 3; 40: 25; Rev. 4: 8) and his ways are holy (Psalm 77: 13; 2 Samuel 22: 31). R. C. Sproul thinks that God’s holiness is one of the most important ideas that a Christian can ever grapple with and that it is basic to our whole understanding of God and of Christianity.
 But how do we understand God’s holiness? Often we think and talk of holiness with reference to sin. When we say that someone is holy what we mean is that he or she is without sin. But this is a negative definition of holiness and cannot be applied to God, because God is eternal, sin is temporal, and God is eternally holy. God certainly is eternally sinless. But even before sin entered into God’s creation, God was holy and hence we should understand the holiness of God in terms of some intrinsic aspects of God’s nature and not just in terms of sinlessness. R. C. Sproul says, “When we speak of God’s holiness, we are accustomed to associating it almost exclusively with the purity and righteousness of God. Surely the idea of holiness contains these virtues, but they are not the primary meaning of holiness.”
 Holiness describes what God is (His essential nature, not so much an attribute of God as it is the very core of His being) and sinlessness or purity describes what God is not.

Holiness in the Trinity – A Positive Biblical Understanding 

The best way to understand God’s holiness positively is to look at the eternal and perfectly harmonious coexistence of the tree members of the Holy Trinity being bound by love, a relational quality. God is love (1 John 4: 8). But what kind of God can be love or a loving God? Only a God with internal relationality can be eternally loving and we find such a God only in the Bible. For love to be a reality, there must be plurality in God, because there must be the subject of love, the object of love, and a medium of expression or communication of that love. If this is not the case, if God is just a unity without any plurality, then such a God cannot be eternally loving. Such a God, before creation of any entities that He could love, would have just had the potentiality to love and would have had to depend on His creation to actualize that potentiality. Such a being who necessarily depends on his creation cannot be truly God and worthy of worship. The only alternative would be to say that in eternity, before the creation of the world, God loved himself. But self-love, as we all know, is not a virtue. Self-centeredness is a negative quality and true love is always other-centered. That is why the biblical concept of love (Gk. Agape) is one of ‘self-less self-giving for the sake or benefit of the other, without expecting anything in return for personal benefit’. Only in the Christian world-view do we find a truly loving God, a triune God where the Father loves the Son through the medium of the Holy Spirit, the Son loves the Father through the medium of the Holy Spirit, and so on. There is un-compromised personal existence and individuality, perfectly loving and harmonious interrelatedness, unity in essence or divine nature, oneness in purpose, plan, and execution, and a healthy diversity in personality and preeminence in a particular work. Each of the members of the Trinity is distinct in personal existence (transcendence) and there is mutual interpenetration (Gk. Perichoresis) and mutual abiding (immanence). Thus in the Trinity there is essential equality and functional subordination and this is the perfect model for human relationships at all levels and all spheres. This understanding of the Trinity gives us an idea of the intrinsic holiness of God. Given this truth that God is holy in Himself, it makes sense to say that God is holy in His relationship to the created order of things. 

Theologically speaking, God’s goodness and greatness are captured by the biblical word holy (Heb. Qados and Gk. Hagiosyne), which has two distinct meanings. The primary meaning is ‘apartness’ or ‘otherness’. When we say that God is holy, we call attention to the profound difference between Him and all creatures. Holiness refers to God’s transcendent majesty. He is ‘other’ or different from us in His glory (the weightiness of His whole nature and attributes). God can be transcendent or other to or distinct from creation, because within the Trinity itself there is transcendence or otherness: The Father is distinct from the Son, the Son is distinct from the Father, and so on in terms of personality or personal subsistence. The secondary meaning refers to God’s pure and righteous actions. God does what is right and never does what is wrong. God always acts in a righteous manner because His nature is holy. Thus, we can distinguish between the internal righteousness of God (His holy nature) and the external righteousness of God (His actions).
 God is holy in His being and hence is holy in His doing. 

Holiness in the Trinity – the Basis for Our Holiness

When the Bible says that we should be holy as He is holy, it does not mean that we share in God’s divine majesty, but that we are to reflect God in our relationships one with another (John 13: 34-35) and be different from our normal fallen sinfulness. We are called to imitate God’s goodness and to reflect and mirror His character and activity in our lives. In this sense, the Bible knows nothing of the individualistic holiness in isolation that we are familiar with in our culture. “The Bible knows nothing of solitary saints or spiritual hermits isolated from other believers and deprived of fellowship,”
 as Rick Warren says. The only holiness that the Bible recognizes is holiness in relationships. The perfect community of the Holy Trinity created us humans for a community and recreated us in Christ as a community or a perfect community in the making. Let us now move to the next article and turn our attention to holiness in a specific and yet a singularly important area of our life, our thought life.

Holiness in Our Thought Life

Let us look at a set of statements that many of us would have heard before:

You are what you eat

You are what you do

You are what you have

You are what your genes make you out to be 

You are what your environment makes you out to be

You are (or become) what you think

These are all popular statements that express different views of our identity and of the most important factor that shapes us and determines who we are or become. The one that I think is the most acceptable one with some truth in it is the last one, because thoughts or ideas have consequences for life. Beliefs have consequences for behavior. Beliefs are ideas or thoughts or propositions or truth claims that are accepted as true. If we have justifying reasons or evidences in support of these beliefs, then they are justified beliefs. If not, they are unjustified beliefs. If our beliefs correspond to the reality, then they are true. If not, they are false. If we have justified and true beliefs, then we have knowledge and thus without believing we cannot have knowledge. Our beliefs, justified or unjustified, true or false, determine our behavior. History proves that ideas or thoughts have consequences for life. Let us consider some positive (noble thoughts and true beliefs leading to good behavior) and some negative (evil thoughts and false beliefs leading to evil behavior) examples.

It was his false beliefs and evil thoughts that had led Adolf Hitler to commit those crimes against humanity that we can never forget. If we read his Mein Kempf it becomes obvious that his belief in the theory of evolution (survival of the fittest and natural selection) lead him to all the horrifying things he did, including the racially motivated massacring of millions of people. Look at what he thought and wrote,

“The stronger must dominate and not mate with the weaker, which would signify the sacrifice of its own higher nature. Only the born weakling can look upon this principle as cruel, and if he does so it is merely because he is of a feebler nature and narrower mind; for if such a law did not direct the process of evolution then the higher development of organic life would not be conceivable at all…If nature does not wish that weaker individuals should mate with the stronger, she wishes even less that a superior race should intermingle with an inferior one; because in such a case all her efforts throughout hundreds of thousands of years to establish an evolutionary higher stage of being, may thus be rendered futile”. – Adolf Hitler, Mein Kempf, p. 161-62

Joseph Stalin killed millions of his own people because he thought that he was doing good to humanity and that that was the only way of establishing a class-less society. All this was because of his belief in communist ideology. In our own country we have seen and still see children being sacrificed, female infanticide, caste based discrimination and brutality, sathi, etc., all because of what people think and believe.

There are many positive examples as well. Mother Theresa dedicated her life to serve the poor and helpless in Calcutta and other parts of the country and the world. Graham and Gladys Stains along with their children served the leprosy patients and other needy people in Orissa and Graham Stains and his two sons became victims of religiously motivated hatred and barbarity and laid down their lives in the service of the needy people. William Carey, Amy Carmichael, Ziegenbalg, and many other missionaries left the comforts of their homelands and came to India, lived their lives, faced many horrifying difficulties, served the people of India in different ways and died here. All these people did what they did because of what they thought was the purpose of their lives and what they thought was valuable and significant in life.


There is an inseparable link between what we think about and believe and what we do or how we behave. This perhaps is why we are expected to love the Lord, our God not only with our strength, soul, and heart, but also with all our mind. Thinking and believing are the activities of the mind and loving the Lord with our minds includes the aspect of thinking thoughts and holding beliefs that are true and acceptable or pleasing in the sight of God. Paul exhorts in Philippians 4: 8 that we should think about whatever is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, and admirable. In short, we should think about whatever is excellent or praiseworthy. This is clearly an exhortation that we should be holy in our thought life and here we find God’s grid to filter out thoughts. Paul says in Romans 12: 2 that we should not conform any longer to the pattern of this world (we should not allow the world to squeeze us into its mold), but be transformed by the renewing of our minds, so that we might know what God’s good, pleasing, and perfect will is for our lives. There is a clear indication here that there is an inseparable link between what we think about in our minds and our knowing the will of God on one hand and our behavior or pattern of life on the other hand. This renewal of our minds that Paul talks about takes place gradually as we fill our hearts and minds with the truth of God’s word and meditate (pondering over or chewing) upon it. The more we think about and meditate upon the truths of God’s word, the more the number of true beliefs we hold and the more stronger and central those beliefs become and the more holy we become in our being and behavior. The Psalmist says, “They word have I hid in my heart that I might not consider sin against you” (Psalm 119: 11). Impure thoughts lead to immoral acts and pure thoughts lead to morally right acts and purity of thought can be ensured by filling our minds with the word of God and pondering over it as often and as much as we can. So it is clear that our minds matter and that what goes on in our minds determines the manner of life we live. For example, humility in life is a matter of being humble in the mind. Paul says, “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2: 5). In what follows Paul describes the humility of Christ as we can see in his incarnation. So the mind of Christ is a mind of humility and it was this mind that led to humility in the life he lived in his incarnate state. 


In tempting us to disobey God, Satan does not generally force us, but maneuvers us into thinking thoughts about things that we end up doing ultimately. In the Garden of Eden, Satan did not force Eve into disobeying God. He simply suggested to Eve the benefits of eating the forbidden fruit that she should consider. Eve thought about them and then looked at the forbidden fruit with new interest and the fruit looked good. Satan’s strategy worked then and is still working. In the end what changed was not the fruit, but Eve’s thoughts about the fruit and the consequences of eating it. After the ‘fall’, when God confronted Adam and Eve, they were trying to blame it all on Satan. But we see God holding then responsible for their actions (and their thoughts that led to the actions indirectly). 


We are responsible for the thoughts we think. Let us not believe the lie that thoughts are like birds that fly over us and that we should only try not to allow them to put a nest on our heads. The idea that many accept as true and illustrations like this communicate is that we are not responsible for our thoughts. But who is responsible, let us say, if adulterous thoughts come into our minds? We might blame the opposite sex, pictures, posters, films, friends or our circumstances. But God does not accept those lame excuses, because thoughts of adultery or any other evil thoughts come from no place other than our own hearts or minds (Mark 7: 15, 21-23 and Jeremiah 17: 9-10). The Bible makes it clear that Christians are responsible for the thoughts that come to their minds for any length of time, quite contrary to the view that if a thought comes we are not responsible for it, but if we allow our minds to dwell on it, then we are responsible. Let us look at the Scripture and see what God, through His people, says regarding this.


In Psalm 139: 23-24, we have David’s prayer: “Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there be any wicked way in me.” Once, David’s thoughts had led him into adultery and then to murder. But now he invited God to let him know if any of his thoughts were wicked. He clearly took responsibility for his thoughts. In 1 Corinthians Paul talks about his own spiritual journey: “ When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me.” The idea is one of progress in spiritual life that includes progress in the life of the mind (thought and reasoning). If young Christians struggle in thought life, it is understandable. But if people who have been Christians for some time also struggle, then we have to say that the progress that should have taken place in thought life has not taken place. We should progressively learn how to cut off evil thoughts before they begin by making sure that our minds are renewed and cleansed by the power of God’s word. In Mathew 9: 4 we see our Lord Jesus holding the teachers of the law responsible for their thoughts. I think God holds each one of us also accountable for all our thoughts irrespective of whether we think them for a few seconds or for a long time. God has given us authority over our thoughts and we can decide what we want to think. When we survey the whole Bible, it can be seen clearly that the Bible makes us personally responsible for every thought we have. We are not computers, programmed to necessarily respond to forces beyond our control, but are created by God, in His image and likeness, as free moral agents. This perhaps is why God says that every one of us shall give an account of himself or herself to God (Romans 14: 12).
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