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The Holiness of God in the Presence of his People 

Psalm 15 
 

 

The lament that the Sunday morning worship hour is the most segregated hour of the week, 

according to one of my professors at Wheaton, Dan Block, has implications that stretch beyond 

racial issues.  He writes, “When churches divide services on the basis of contemporary vs. 

traditional music, my feeling is the devil has us exactly where he wants us.”
1
  Of course what 

Block is lamenting here is the effect of the so-called “worship wars” of the past few decades 

among North American churches.  As the cultural has shifted and changed, corporate worship 

has become a battle ground where differences of opinion and conviction clash, and the casualties 

are God’s own people, and God’s own name.  It’s a genuinely sad state of affairs when 

something designed to bring us together in surrender and celebration to our one God becomes an 

occasion for divisiveness, and even worse, idolatry.  We may join our voices together, singing 

the same words, but our hearts are often far from one another, and thus even farther from him.  

And so, what ought to be a signpost of God’s new creation—a foretaste of the heavenly chorus, 

gathered in worship to God—becomes instead an acute reminder for many that we still live in 

fallen world.  That God’s kingdom has not yet completely come on earth as it is in heaven; it has 

begun, but we’re still in the meantime.   

 

And so we turn to Psalms again this morning to help us find our way.  Psalm 15, and we will 

consider the holiness of God in the presence of his people.   

 

What does God expect of his people when they gather together for worship?  That is the subject 

of Psalm 15.  Of course Psalm 15 isn’t the only place the Bible talks about worship.  But if we 

look at v. 1 we see language of entering into God’s presence—the people of God gathering 

together to sojourn or dwell in his sanctuary, his tent.  To live or dwell on his holy hill.  It’s the 

picture of the tabernacle, the temple—going up to the place of God’s special presence for 

corporate worship—to hear from him in his Word, to pray together, to respond in praise and 

repentance and joy, and for ancient Israel, to offer sacrifices for sin. 

 

Now of course today, gathered worship isn’t so much about the place—there is no central city in 

the worship life of the church (neither Jerusalem nor Rome).  Even this building is a beautiful 

rain cover when it comes down to it.  It’s the people of God in Christ where God makes his 

special presence known, as the Spirit takes up residence in us.  So when we gather together for 

worship, wherever we are, we come into God’s holy presence.  And the offering we bring is not 

a lamb or a goat, or even a check, but our whole lives.  Romans 12:1tells us to present our bodies 

                                                
1 Cited in Jeremy Weber, “How Then Should We Worship?” Wheaton (Wheaton College: Autumn 2010), 59. 
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as a living sacrifice—our whole selves—eager to be transformed by his Spirit according to his 

Word.  It’s how we live and what we say that expresses our worship.  Hebrews 13:15-16 says, 

“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips 

that confess his name. And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such 

sacrifices God is pleased.”  Our sacrifices look different than ancient Israel’s, because Jesus 

Christ was our sufficient sacrifice for sin, once for all time.  There is no need for additional 

sacrifices of atonement.  Hebrews 10:11-14 explains, comparing the Old Covenant sacrifices 

with Christ: 

And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which 

can never take away sins. 
12

 But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for 

sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, 
13

 waiting from that time until his enemies should 

be made a footstool for his feet. 
14

 For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those 

who are being sanctified. (Heb. 10:11-14) 
 
So we offer ourselves to God not to make it up to him, but to make much of him, to surrender 

our lives to the cross and serve him in joyful gladness for all he’s done for us.  That’s the aim of 

our corporate worship.   

 

But Psalm 15 is asking a question about corporate worship.  Who may do this?  Who is qualified 

or allowed into God’s holy presence?  Who is fit for worship?  What does God expect of his 

people when they gather for worship?  And there are three parts to how Psalm 15 answers this: 

true worship (1) recognizes God’s holiness and (2) reflects that holiness in our daily lives while 

(3) depending entirely upon the grace of God in Christ. True worship recognizes God’s holiness 

and reflects that holiness in our daily lives while depending entirely upon the grace of God in 

Christ—our sufficient sacrifice for all time. 

 

 

True Worship Recognizes God’s Holiness (v. 1) 

 
Worship is not our right; it is God’s gracious invitation.  The way that the question in v. 1 is 

asked assumes not everyone is qualified.  That is a pretty jarring and uncomfortable way to put 

things.  We don’t like to talk or think about it that way.  What happened to “come just as your 

are?”  After all, we want everyone to feel welcome at church.  We don’t want anything to stand 

in someone’s way—their fears or baggage of sin and brokenness.  We want all to come, all to 

feel welcome, to feel like this is a place where they can come to meet God.  And all of that is 

good and true—it is right for us to have those desires and to work hard at making our service 

here understandable and accessible.  If you’re a visitor, or exploring Christianity I hope that you 

have found yourself welcome, and you’ve been able to follow along with what we’re doing here, 

even if it doesn’t all make sense yet. 

 

But inviting all to join us in church does not mean that God is pleased with all who come before 

him, or with everything we bring to him in worship.  Because God is a holy God.  He is set apart 

from us in goodness and righteousness, and he is set apart from our sin—our rebellious 

disobedience.  Psalm 5:4 says, “You are not a God who takes pleasure in evil; with you the 

wicked cannot dwell” (same word used in 15:1—“who may dwell on your holy hill?”).  At the 

end of the book of Exodus, when Israel had finished constructing the tabernacle—the place of 
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God’s special presence and the center of their gathered worship, as the glory of the LORD filled 

the tabernacle and God took up residence among his people, a cloud settled on the tabernacle and 

we’re told that no one was able to go enter in—not even Moses!  Come on!  Moses?  You talked 

with him on the mountain; Moses can’t even go in? 

 

Not everyone is invited into God’s holy presence.  There are requirements to be fit for worship. 

So before we can say anything else about worship, we have to begin by recognizing God’s 

holiness.  God is a holy God.  He is unique—there’s no one like him.  He is exclusive—there is 

no other.  He is incomparably worthy—there is nothing besides him worthy of our praise and 

adoration.  And he is perfect in holiness—there is no room for darkness and sin in the light of his 

glory.  And as a holy God, he’s gets to write the rules and expectations for our worship.  

Therefore entering into God’s presence is not our right; it’s not an obligation we can demand 

from God.  It is his gracious invitation.  We’re going to talk about grace this morning—it’s 

ultimately grace that qualifies us to enter his presence—the grace of God through Christ.  But 

you cannot make sense of grace until you understand holiness.  Until we understand that God is 

above us; he made us; he owes us nothing; we owe him everything, that this world exists for his 

glory and his purposes, and that anything and anyone that falls short of that glory and purpose is 

unworthy to come before him—then we cannot understand just how wonderful a gift it is to be 

invited into God’s holy presence.   

 

On the contrary, it’s when we lose sight of his holiness that we’re tempted to give way to the 

rampant consumerism that fuels the worship wars and fractures our churches.  Consumerism is 

me-centered worship.  I come to consume; I come because of what I get out of it, and everything 

we sing and everything you teach better meet what I’m looking for, or else I’m going to look 

elsewhere (or at least make life miserable for others here).  And it’s pretty easy for sinners to 

turn anything into a consumerist battle, sometimes even in the name of defending God’s 

holiness.  Children’s programs, clothing, preaching style, genres of music, counting in the 

bulletin to make sure we’re singing enough praise choruses or enough hymns this week, being 

more concerned with who’s preaching or who’s leading the praise band or the choir this week 

than I am in how the sermon or the songs help us make much of God.  Consumerism is me-

centered worship.  True worship is God-centered, not man-centered.  Which means that 

consumerism is not worship at all—it’s idolatry.  You see, idolatry is the other side of the 

worship coin.  If you’re not making much of God, you’re making much of something else, and 

treating it like God instead. 

 

The problem is not with the particular programs or musical styles.  As one pastor puts it, idolatry 

is often taking a good thing and making it an ultimate thing.
2
  And it’s not even that questions of 

style, skill, or what to wear are inappropriate questions.  Some songs are more theologically 

sound or musically suited for worship than others.  Some preaching or musical styles fit some 

cultures better than others.  These aren’t unimportant questions; but neither are they all-

important.  They’re not the crux of the problem.  The problem is when we give into the 

temptation to ignore God’s holiness and allow our own pursuits to take center stage, such that 

what has been designed to make much of God has been hijacked to make much of us.  True 

worship begins by recognizing God’s holiness—that he alone is worthy, and that he gets to write 

the rules, having revealed them to us in his Word. 

                                                
2 Tim Keller, Counterfeit Gods (NY: Dutton, 2010), 2009. 
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True Worship Reflects God’s Holiness and Depends Entirely upon his Grace (vv. 2-5) 

 
True worship not only recognizes God’s holiness, but also reflects that holiness in our daily 

lives, while depending entirely upon the grace of God in Christ.  We’re now getting ready to 

look at the psalmist’s answer in vv. 2-5.  But first, notice what’s missing: he says nothing about 

style, nothing about liturgy, instruments or the lack thereof; nothing about clothing, or timing, 

nothing about the color of the carpet or the size of the pulpit, the use or non-use of PowerPoint.  

He says nothing about the externals of our gathered worship.  Again, that’s not to say that these 

things are unimportant, but they’re certainly not all important.  At least not according to Psalm 

15.   

 

So what does he talk about?  What does he focus on?  He focuses on the heart.  The heart, as it’s 

shown forth in the integrity and conduct of our whole lives.  There is no room for 

compartmentalization in the Christian life—the idea that I can take one part of my life, my 

Sunday morning worship, and section it off from the rest of my life, such that there’s no 

connection between them.  To live one way on Sunday, and a different way Monday through 

Saturday.  Because the reality is that when we gather before God in corporate worship while our 

daily lives are filled with ungodly attitudes, actions, and words, our worship is not a pleasing 

aroma to him; it is a repulsive stench.  Listen to Amos 5: “Away with the noise of your songs! I 

will not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a 

never-failing stream!” (vv. 23-24).  If there is no justice or righteousness in how you live, then 

you have no business coming into my presence. 

 

So what does the Lord look for in his worshippers according to Psalm 15?  The psalmist outlines 

five qualifications for the kind of worshipper that is welcome into God’s presence and who can 

be confident that he and his offering will be accepted.  Notice the last line of the chapter: “He 

who does these things will never be shaken”—it’s a picture of the confidence we can have in 

God’s presence that we and what we bring will be (to put it in terms of Romans 12) good, 

acceptable, and perfect—as opposed to being shaken or finding judgment from his presence.   

 

But before we look at these five, we have to emphasize that none of these requirements are 

possible apart from God’s grace.  Only the gospel of Jesus Christ deals sufficiently with our sin 

in order to allow us to enter God’s holy presence.  We can’t read Psalm 15 without remembering 

Psalm 14: “The LORD looks down from heaven on the sons of men to see if there are any who 

understand, any who seek God. All have turned aside, they have together become corrupt; there 

is no one who does good, not even one” (14:2-3).  We are all shot through with sin and in 

desperate need of his grace.  It’s interesting that back in Exodus 40, when the cloud of God’s 

glory settled on the tabernacle such that no one could go in, not even Moses, the story continues 

in the first seven chapters of Leviticus by laying out the details of Israel’s sacrificial system.  

God’s people were unclean and thus unworthy of his presence and so God made a way for them 

to come near through the blood sacrifice of a substitution—a bull, or a goat, or a dove, depending 

on the kind of offense and the function of the offering.  The sins of the people were placed on the 

animal, and the blood of the animal was placed on the altar, and they were clean, and made fit for 

his presence.  According to the New Testament, this is precisely what Christ has done for us.  
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The book of Hebrews tells us that all of this was pointing forward to the perfect substitutionary 

sacrifice of Christ.  Listen to Hebrews 10: 

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood 

of Jesus, 
20

 by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, 
21

 

and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 
22

 let us draw near to God with a 

sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a 

guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. (Heb. 10:19-22) 

It is the gospel of the grace of God in Jesus Christ that makes us fit for worship.   

 

At the same time, depending upon God’s grace doesn’t change what God is looking for in a 

worshipper.  Grace doesn’t make sin less sinful; it rescues sinners and transforms them to sin 

less.  Grace doesn’t give us license to not care about what we read in Psalm 15 and go on making 

everything in worship about me instead of God.  Rather, as one commentator notes, “If our 

worship does not lead us to ask searching questions about ourselves, then it is little more than a 

harmless hobby.”
3
  So as we look at each of these qualifications, I invite all of us to do the hard 

work of asking God to examine our lives and hearts to see how we line up.  To see where we 

might need to trust freshly in the grace of God and repent of our sinful attitudes or words; where 

we might need to reconcile with a brother or sister that together we might make much of God in 

our gathered worship. 

 

So the first requirement: Integrity of heart and action.  Who may enter your holy presence?  

Verse 2: “He whose walk is blameless and who does what is righteous.”  Integrity of heart and 

action.  So the question to ask: How do I live my life?  This requirement deals with the general 

course of our lives.  Blamelessness here is not talking about sinless perfection, but a completion 

or coherence in my heart and my life.  Is my life shaped by the Word of God?  Is that my source 

and standard for how I live?  And do I care when I fall short?  Does it bother me when I don’t 

measure up?  If not, then there’s a good chance I’m worshiping some God other than the God of 

the Bible.  Because these are his desires, and if I want to honor him, they’ll matter to me.  How 

do I live my life?  If I’m okay with duplicity in my life, such that there’s a difference between 

who I am Monday through Saturday and who I pretend to be on Sunday, then I’m not really 

interested in worshiping God. 

 

The second requirement is truthful speech.  Truthful speech: “who speaks the truth from his 

heart and has no slander on his tongue.”  The question: How do I use my tongue?  Do I tolerate 

slanderous speech—speaking lies that build myself up and tear others down?  Do I employ it for 

cruel words, vulgarity, deception?  Do I let myself engage in or enjoy gossip, knowing that 

someone’s reputation is at stake, but not really caring?  The book of James frames it even better: 

“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made 

in God's likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not 

be” (James 3:9-10).  How do I use my tongue?  If I’m okay employing my tongue for harm and 

shameful gain, then I’m in no place to use it for God’s praises Sunday morning. 

 

The third requirement is honorable interaction.  Middle of v. 3: “who does his neighbor no 

wrong and casts no slur on his fellowman.”  Honorable interaction.  The question: how do I treat 

my neighbor?   I recently listened to an interview with author Nicholas Carr, author of the 

                                                
3 Robert Davidson, The Vitality of Worship (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 57-58. 
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influential essay, “Is Google Making Us Stupid?”
4
  As he looked at the effects of technology and 

social network media on real life relationships, he made an interesting observation: that 

relationships have become transactional, a commodity in our society.  Something to be traded in 

and used because of what we get out of them.  Now, I’m not against social networking; that’s not 

the point.  The question is whether I’m more interested in loving my neighbor or using my 

neighbor.  Am I interested in someone as a person, am I willing to lay my life down for them in 

loving service, or do they exist for me, such that I can justify any sort of treatment—slander, 

gossip, neglect, marginalizing, flattering, holding a grudge, withholding forgiveness—so long as 

I get what I want out of the deal.  How do I treat my neighbor?  Love for God and love for 

neighbor go hand in hand in the Bible.  If I’m content with using people instead of loving them, 

then I’m not really that interested in worshiping the true God. 

 

The fourth requirement is in v. 4: covenantal values.  Covenantal values: “who despises a vile 

man but honors those who fear the LORD.”  The language here is covenantal.  A “vile person,” 

as that word is used in the Old Testament, is often one who has rejected God’s covenant in the 

way he lives (cf. Ezek. 16:59; Isa. 33:15), whereas “those who fear the LORD” are those who 

recognize God as God and seek to treat him that way.  Despising a vile person and honoring 

those who fear the Lord is not about judging others as though I’m better, but about sharing in 

God’s evaluation of sin and holiness. Covenantal values.  So the question is: How do I evaluate 

sin and obedience?  How do I evaluate sin and obedience?  Do I value what God values?  Or do I 

treat sin as though it’s not that sinful?  Either because it’s too shameful to bear, or perhaps too 

enjoyable to let go of?  Do I treat sin as though it’s not really that sinful?  Do I disparage those 

who seek to honor the Lord because it makes me feel guilty, or convicted of something wrong 

with my life?  And so I make righteousness less righteous.  I’m not talking about legalism or 

performance here.  I’m not talking about the kind of false conviction and insecurity that comes 

from being around someone who makes you feel guilty because you don’t apply the Bible in the 

same way they do.  I’m talking about genuine conviction—they want to honor the Lord, and that 

makes me upset or uncomfortable because I don’t share that value.  How do I evaluate sin and 

obedience?  If I’m content with a vision of morality that doesn’t line up with the Bible, then I’m 

not really interested in worshiping the true God. 

 

Finally, the fifth requirement: Public Integrity.  Public integrity.  Middle of v. 4: “who keeps his 

oath even when it hurts, who lends his money without usury and does not accept a bribe against 

the innocent.”  The question is, How do I conduct myself in public?  How do I conduct myself in 

public?  The imagery here is of public life—oaths, lending, testimonies.  Am I the same person at 

work or in the grocery store or before city council on Facebook as I am at home or at church?  

Am I okay misrepresenting who I am online to protect my reputation?  Am I okay taking 

advantage of clients in order to gain a competitive edge, or taking a bribe to advance myself or 

my career?  Am I okay withholding from those in need, or taking advantage of someone, or 

cheating my company to make more money (padding my expenses), and then bringing a portion 

of that dishonest gain as a tithe?  If I’m content with deception, greed, slander, or exploitation in 

the public arena, then I have no real interest in worshiping the God of the Bible. 

 

True worship reflects God’s holiness.  In the integrity of heart and action.  In truthful speech.  In 

honorable interaction.  In covenantal values.  And in integrity in the public square.  These are 

                                                
4 See Mars Hill Audio Journal, vol. 105. Cf. “Is Google Making Us Stupid,” The Atlantic, July-August 2008. 
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what God is looking for when we gather together in his holy presence.  And again, all of this is 

possible only by depending entirely upon the grace of God in Christ. 

 

Do not neglect the grace of God when it comes to our gathered worship.  And there’s two ways 

we can do this.  First, we can despair over our sin, as we look back over the requirements in vv. 

2-5 and we see how far we fall short of those things in our lives.  Don’t neglect the grace of God 

that brings both forgiveness and transformation.  If the gospel of Jesus is able to save our souls 

from hell, then it’s able to reorient our lives, to change the rhythms and patterns by which we 

live, such that our heart and our actions become increasingly consistent with the truth of who 

God is and who we are in him.  Such that we use our tongues to praise God more than to curse 

others, that we use people less and we love them more, that sin becomes increasingly sinful to us, 

and holiness becomes increasingly joyful.  Such that our public conduct lines up more and more 

with our corporate worship.  Don’t neglect God’s grace in its power to make the virtues of vv. 2-

5 an increasing reality in your life. 

The second way we can neglect God’s grace is to attempt to continue in life and worship as 

though we don’t actually need it.  Sure it got us in the door, but we’re doing just fine by 

ourselves now.  And so we take pride in how we are conducting our lives, checking off the boxes 

of vv. 2-5, and we allow our gathered worship to degenerate into mere formalism.  What we 

bring to God is not the praise of a humble, transformed heart but the performance of an empty 

form.   

 

Again, the problem is not necessarily the form—what we do in worship.  Things like the 

Apostles’ Creed, or this kind of hymn or that kind of chorus, whether we sit or stand or 

whatever.  I’m not talking about the forms, or even the level of formality—whether we dress up 

or not, how tightly structured the service is and so on.  That’s not what I mean by formalism.  

Formalism in worship is when the form replaces the person.  When the shape of what we do 

is more important to us than, or perhaps inextricably linked to, the God we’ve come to honor.  

When let a liturgy (or pattern of worship and prayer) becomes empty and hollow—words on our 

mouths that have no connection to our hearts or our lives.  It’s just a form, but no person.  When 

we get excited about a sermon not because of how we met God, but because it met all our 

expectations about what a good sermon should be.  When we let the hippest praise song become 

more about pursuing an experience than a person.  When the most beautifully played hymn 

elevates our hearts regarding music, or an instrument, or an artist, but not really about God.   

 

Formalism happens perhaps most often when we allow a solid biblical principle to be applied as 

a single, exclusive practice.  I’ll give you a personal example: defining faithfulness in preaching 

according to a particular kind of expository style.  As a preacher, I obviously have opinions and 

convictions about preaching—I think preaching should be faithful to Scripture, and I have certain 

criteria and categories for how I evaluate that.  So the temptation I face whenever I listen to 

someone else preach is to spend my time evaluating their sermon according to my categories, 

rather than listening to the transforming word of God (regardless of how well it’s 

communicated).  I’m more interested in the form of the sermon than the person of God to whom 

it points.  That’s formalism, and it’s sin, and I need to repent.  We do the same thing with music.  

We might define excellence in musical worship in terms of a particular school of musical skill 

(classical training, indie, pop)—a biblical principle (excellence—giving God our best) restricted 

to a single practice (like classical skill).  Or else defining authenticity in terms of the kind of 
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music that resonates personally with me—again, a biblical principle (authentic worship) 

restricted to a single practice (the kind of music that helps me connect with God).  So we reduce 

a biblical principle to a single practice and then we evaluate others based on how they measure 

up to our cherished form.  If you don’t worship expressively to this kind of music, then your 

worship must not be genuine.  If you don’t aim for this level of skill, then you must not care 

about excellence.  And without even realizing it, the form subtly replaces the person, and there’s 

no room left for grace. 

 

Formalism feeds pride.  Pride before others, and pride before God, thinking the form itself is 

somehow intrinsically pleasing in God’s sight, regardless of whether my heart and life reflect 

God’s holiness and depend upon his grace.  But listen to what God thinks about forms he himself 

ordained under Israel’s old covenant when they are emptied of his grace and replace his person.  

Psalm 51:16-17, David says to God: “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do 

not take pleasure in burnt offerings.  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and 

contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”  What we need more than anything in worship is a 

grace-fueled humility.  God wants our hearts, and giving him our hearts require us to recognize 

and reflect his holiness while depending upon his grace.   

 

True worship is God-centered worship.  True worship is gospel-centered worship.  The holiness 

of God, the humble submission of his worshippers, the sufficiency of his grace, such that the 

person of God is on display, not the people. 

 

“If our worship does not lead us to ask searching questions about ourselves, then it is little more 

than a harmless hobby.”  May God do his work in our hearts, that we might make much of him 

together as his people. 

 

 

 

 

 


