
Psalm 15: 
“A Way of Life on theWay to Worship”

My Translation
A Song of David

Israel Inquires about Living Near to Yahweh’s Presence
“On the Way to Canaan”

1)  Oh Yahweh:   

 Who is it who may travel about (gûr) with your [holy] tent (’ōhel)? 
 Who is it who may camp (šākan) at your holy mountain?

Yahweh’s Ready Reply & Open Invitation

2)  “[All those] whose daily affairs are characterized by integrity, 
     those who make righteousness their routine,
     those whose speech always reflects the truth that is in their hearts.”

Israel Draws Some Ethical Implications for a
Sojourning and Tabernacling Life with Yahweh

3)  Such persons would have no slander on their tongues; 
     nor would they perpetrate evil against their neighbors; 
     nor would they cast up reviling taunts against those around them.
4) While despicable people would be despised in their eyes, 
     those who fear Yahweh they would honor.
     Though their oaths should turn out to cost them, they would never alter them. 
5)  With regard to their money, they would never charge interest on their loans,
      nor would they ever take a bribe against the innocent. 

Yahweh’s Affirmation & Reassurance for the “Journey”

     “[Yes], those who practice these things will never be shaken.”
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My Reflections

In this psalm we have a standard of ethical conduct which is compatible with 
living in the presence of Yahweh. This psalm is not about cultic qualifications for 
participation in the formal worship of Yahweh. Rather, its concern is with a life 
whose contours of  everyday living are shaped by the character of Yahweh as 
reflected in the Torah.  Such a life honors and brings praise to Yahweh at all times 
and in every place.1  Thus, in the psalmist’s view, it is the disposition of our hearts 
as translated into everyday integrity, righteousness, and truth which admits us 
access to the presence of Yahweh at his Tent and at his Mountain.2  

The verbs of v. 1 set the trajectory of meaning for the entire psalm. The verbs 
“travel about” (gûr) and “camp” (šākan) place us, respectively, first in the 
sojourning company of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in Canaan and then of Israel as 
she camped at the foot of Sinai, poised to enter Canaan. The Patriarchs sojourned in 
tents as resident aliens in Canaan for more than 200 years. Ultimately, their 
descendants, newly constituted as Israel, emerged from Egypt encamping and 
decamping all their way “back” to Canaan, as it were. 

During a nearly one-year encampment at Sinai (Exod 19:1-Num 10:10), 
Israel, at Yahweh’s command and direction, constructed the miškān (Tabernacle). 
This tent-compound represented the accompanying Presence of Yahweh on Israel’s 
journey to Canaan, the Land of Promise. Yahweh had vouchsafed his Divine 
Presence to Israel, her elders, and to Moses via the grand theophany at Mt. Horeb 
(Sinai). The Tabernacle or miškān (from our verbal root šākan) and the 
accompanying pillar of cloud / fire constituted a portable Sinai theophany by which 
Yahweh’s Presence continued to dwell in the midst of his people. Thus, as Israel 
“camped” her way to Canaan, the Holy Mountain of God accompanied her by 
means of the Holy Tent. 

The account of Israel’s journey from Egypt, to Sinai, through the wilderness, 
to the terminus of the Plains of Moab opposite Jericho is punctuated at its end by a 
stylized itinerary of 40 encampments and decampments (cf. Num 33:3-49). 
Ironically, much of the journey recounted in Numbers 10:11-25:18 reveals the dire 
consequences which fell upon Israel stemming from the incompatibility of 
Yahweh’s Divine Presence in the Holy Tent or Tabernacle with the sin of an 
incorrigible Israel encamped about it and encroaching upon it.
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1For similar understandings, cf. also Ps 24:3-6; Isa 33:13-17; and Mic 6:6-8.

2The presence of three participles in v. 2 places the emphasis on a direction of life that 
makes progress over time toward an ideal. What is described is a dynamic unfolding journey, not 
a static achievement.



In a remarkable hermeneutical move, our psalmist invites us to identify with 
Israel in transition as she journeyed from the wilderness of Sinai to the shores of 
the Jordan. We hear from Yahweh the requirements for “sojourning” and “camping” 
in his presence. This insistence upon the moral and ethical life as a requisite for 
approaching Yahweh fatally undermines the separation of worship from everyday 
life. Our psalmist’s evocative portrayal of “worship as life” echoes that of Israel’s 
prophets (cf. Isa 1:12-17; Hos 6:6; Amos 5:21-24; Jer 7:1-15) through whom we 
hear a clarion call for lives of worship woven seamlessly from the threads of 
everyday integrity, righteousness, and truth.

Yahweh’s voice emerges once more at the end of our psalm with an 
affirmation of the ethical implications for worship grounded in everyday living.  He 
also serves as a guarantor for such a way of life understood as worship. Evil in each 
of its forms assaults the foundations of the cosmos. However, Yahweh has founded 
the world upon his own unshakeable nature and character of which Mt. Zion is a 
symbol (cf. Pss 93:1; 96:10; 104:5 and also 46:5 and 125:1). As a consequence, the  
more we align our hearts and lives with the nature and character of the God whose 
nature and character forms the ground of the cosmos, we participate with Yahweh in 
advancing his rule and his Kingdom. In turn, as our lives replicate Yahweh’s  
character, they become as unshakeable as his throne and his rule against the 
exigencies of life and death. As in the last words of the psalm, we have Yahweh’s 
word on it.
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