
OPEN UP 

 
 The Psalms have long been considered "the prayerbook of the Bible," an expression of our words of praise 

and lament to God.  They have shaped much of the worship liturgy of the church, including its hymnody, giving 

form and substance to our address to God.  But lately, there has been a renewed emphasis on understanding the 

Psalms as God's word to us, intended to teach us about God and reveal who God is.  It is from this perspective that 

I invite you to consider Pslam 24 this morning.  What does this Psalm teach us about God, and reveal about our 

relationship with God?  How might it function in contemporary faith? 

 In the worship of ancient Israel, Psalm 24 served as an "entrance liturgy" which probably marked the return of 

the ark to the temple on Mount Zion, following a battle.  A procession, celebrating the symbolic entrance of God, 

stood before the gates of the Temple seeking entry, and shouted:  "Lift up your heads, O gates!  And be lifted up, 

O ancient doors!  That the King of glory may come in" (Ps 24:7).  From inside the Temple gates, the choir, acting 

as gatekeepers, asked, "Who is the King of glory?"  To which the procession responded: "The Lord, strong and 

mighty, the Lord, mighty in battle."  But that could be any Lord, even King David, who was indeed mighty in 

battle.  The answer was too generic, and yet purposefully so.  Then the procession repeated its request:  "Lift up 

your heads, O gates!  And be lifted up, O ancient doors!  That the King of glory may come in."  The choir again 

responded, but its query was a little more specific: "Who is this King of glory?"  Then, as the gates were flung 

open everyone declared: "The Lord of hosts, he is the King of glory."  The God of Israel, the maker of heaven and 

earth, the sovereign God of all creation was specifically identified.  That God, is the Lord, the King of glory. 

 In contemporary faith, this Psalm still functions as an "entrance liturgy," most often during the beginning of 

the season of Advent.  In fact, our closing hymn today, based on this text, is an advent hymn.  But this Psalm both 

then and now, functions in a larger context than just the physical entrance into the center of worship.  It functions 

as well, in a cosmic theater upon the stage wherein the drama of creation itself unfolds, and in a personal theater 

upon the stage wherein the drama of salvation unfolds.   

 In the first part of the Psalm, we are invited to enter into the theater of God's reign, creation itself.  "The earth 

is the Lord's and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it..."  To live in the world is to affirm the most 

basic reality, that God reigns.  God created, and is therefore sovereign Lord over the world.  Out of the waters of 

chaos God created, the seas and rivers.  Were God to withdraw that providential hand, the chaos would return. 

 But there is a pre-assumption to this Psalm, a pre-experience if you will, that leads to its expression.  That 

pre-experience is salvation.  The God who reigns, is known only because he has revealed himself as the God who 

saves.  God has built a bridge across the chasm between heaven and earth, and has chosen to tabernacle with his 

people in the Temple, in the theater of worship and praise.  Therein we have an opportunity to meet God face to 

face.  But what's important to recognize is that we do not cross that bridge.  God does.  It is God who humbles 

himself to come down.  It is God who graciously chooses to come across to us.  We are like customs officers on a 

border-crossing bridge.  Our part, is to recognize that this is the Lord of heaven and earth, and to open the gates 

that the Lord may come in. 

 In Port Huron, Michigan, where Holly and I lived for twenty years, the raging chaos of the St. Clair River, is 

spanned by the Blue Water Bridge which connects the borders of the United States and Canada.  Some years ago, 

in the interest of free trade, they added an additional span to speed up the crossing.  But those of us who lived on 

the border were cynical enough to know that adding a span wouldn’t speed up the process of getting into Canada 

or vice-versa.  Because the problem on the bridge was never getting across it; it was getting through the gates.  At 

the gates, are customs officers who examine your fitness for entering into their country, who check to see that you 

have a clean record, and should you be found wanting in any way, or even look at them cross-eyed, they have the 

authority to deny your entrance. 

 Now, the ancient Israelites also thought that the gates to enter into the presence of God were difficult to get 

through.  "Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord?  And who shall stand in his holy place?" they cried.  Only those 

who have clean hands and pure hearts, who do not lift up their souls to what is false, and do not swear 

deceitfully.  The cost of admission into the presence of God was good deeds and a right attitude, or put another 

way, moral actions and holiness. 

 In seminary, there was a story told by the women on campus, about three pastors who died and went to 

heaven.  St. Peter met them at the Pearly Gates, and said to the first pastor, "Who are you and what have you done 



to serve the Lord?"  The man introduced himself and said, "I've been a Presbyterian minister for twenty-five 

years."  Very good said St. Peter, but you'll have to take a brief test.  A test!, replied the astonished pastor.  I can't 

believe I have to take a test!  I've spent my whole life in the service of Christ.  Why do I have to take a test?  Oh 

relax, it's not hard said Peter.  How do you spell God?  "G-O-D," said the pastor.  "Very good," said Peter, "enter 

into the joy of your master."  Then the second pastor came up.  "Who are you and what have you done to serve the 

Lord?" asked St. Peter.  The man introduced himself and said, "I've been a Presbyterian minister for thirty years."  

"Very good," said St. Peter, "but you'll have to take a brief test."  "A test!," replied the astonished pastor.  "I can't 

believe I have to take a test!  I've spent my whole life in the service of Christ.  Why do I have to take a test?"  "Oh 

relax, it's not hard," said Peter.  "How do you spell Jesus?"  "J-E-S-U-S," said the pastor.  "Very good," said Peter, 

"enter into the joy of your master."  Then the third pastor came up, a woman pastor.  "Who are you and what have 

you done to serve the Lord?", asked St. Peter.  The woman introduced herself and said, "I've been a Presbyterian 

minister for forty years."  "Very good," said St. Peter, "but you'll have to take a brief test."  "A test!," replied the 

astonished pastor.  "I can't believe I have to take a test!  I've spent my whole life in service to Christ, and just 

because I'm a woman, I've had to work harder and work longer and do everything better than my male 

colleagues.  Why do I have to take a test?  I'll bet those two men in front of me didn't have to take a test!"  "Oh 

yes, they did," said Peter.  "Everyone is treated the same in heaven.  There is no discrimination here whatsoever."  

Besides, the test isn't very hard."  "Oh, all right," said the woman pastor, "what's the test?"  St. Peter cleared his 

throat.  "How do you spell Chrysanthemum?" 

 Well, the good news of the gospel is that the issue of entering into the presence of God is not a matter of 

passing a test, or of making ourselves clean and pure.  It's a matter of opening our hearts so the King of glory may 

come in to them.  Truly, as the Psalmist declared, those who have clean hands will enter into the presence of 

God.  But those who enter are not those who think they have washed their own hands, but are those who know 

that their hands have been washed clean in the waters of baptism and in the blood of the lamb of God.  They are 

those who know their sin has been forgiven.  Indeed, those who have pure hearts and do not lift their souls up to 

what is false will enjoy communion with the King of glory.  But they are not the ones who think they have 

achieved moral perfection, but are those whose purity comes from knowing their impurity, who confess their sin 

and helplessness, who do not deceive themselves or others, and who cast themselves on the mercy of God.  These 

are the ones, who will receive blessing and vindication, love and forgiveness from the God of their salvation.  

Make no mistake about it.  Our worship services begin with a prayer of confession and an assurance of pardon 

just for this reason. The acceptance of forgiveness and the confession of our true natures, prepare us for seeking 

the face of God. 

 What the Psalmist knows intuitively, and what the New Testament declares with certainty, is that the author 

of our cleanliness and purity, is the God of our salvation, the father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The issue before us 

is not whether we are fit to enter into God's presence, but whether we are prepared to let God enter into our hearts.  

When the Psalmist wrote this Psalm, during the reign of king David, the Temple was relatively new.  So then, 

what are the "ancient doors?"  The "ancient doors," are the doors to our hearts, doors that go back to the very 

beginning of creation, doors over which we are the gatekeepers, doors that can let the King of glory in, or keep 

him out.  Jesus said, "Behold I stand at the door and knock.  If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come 

in to you and eat with you, and you with me" (Rev. 3:20). 

 Your heart is the temple of God, the place in which God desires to dwell in communion with you.  Through 

faith, God has built a bridge over the raging chasm of sin that separates you from God.  In Christ, God has walked 

across that bridge to be with you.  You are the customs officer, the one who decides whether anyone enters into 

the temple of your heart.  God is, of course, worthy to enter in.  The question, is whether you are prepared to 

receive him, whether you have acknowledged your human nature and accepted God’s forgiveness.  Open up, that 

the King of glory may come in.  Who is this King of glory?  The Lord of hosts, he is the King of glory. 
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