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Psalm 84

Delighting in the Presence of God

Last Fall, in our Core Discipleship class on the Doctrines of God, we spent a few

months studying about who God is and what He’s like. But as we began that class, I

mentioned early on that as important and necessary that we study to know more about God,

we have to make sure that the whole point for us, all along, is that we personally know God

Himself more and more. J.I. Packer makes this point powerfully in his class book, Knowing

God. he writes:

“We need frankly to face ourselves at this point. We are, perhaps, orthodox

evangelicals. We can state the gospel clearly; we can smell unsound doctrine a mile away. If

asked how one may know God, we can at once produce the right formula: that we come to

know God through Jesus Christ the Lord, in virtue of his cross and mediation, on the basis of

his word of promise, by the power of the Holy Spirit, via a personal exercise of faith. Yet the

gaiety, goodness, and unfetteredness of spirit which are the marks of those who have known

God are rare among us—rarer, perhaps, than they are in some other Christian circles where,

by comparison, evangelical truth is less clearly and fully known. Here, too, it would seem

that the last may prove to be first, and the first last. A little knowledge of God is worth more

than a great deal of knowledge about him.”1

The first and greatest commandment is that we love God with all our heart, soul, mind,

and strength - with all that we are! Our fundamental purpose in life, is to know God; to glorify

God and enjoy Him forever; to have a personal relationship with the Lord and love Him with all

that we are from the bottom of our hearts. But even though we may know this, believe this, and

genuinely want this to be true of us, we also know that our sinful hearts are prone to wander. It’s

far too easy for our eyes to gaze down and settle for lesser things, for our hearts to wander astray,

for our love to grow cool. We start to just go through the motions. We start to measure our

spiritual growth and maturity based on how much we know about God rather than how much we

know God. But the Christian faith is, fundamentally, all about knowing and loving God in Christ

Jesus.

1 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity, 1973), 25-26 (emphasis in original).
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And that’s why we all need to hear the message of Psalm 84 this morning. Here in this

beautiful Psalm, we see the psalmist longing for the Lord Himself, to dwell in His presence. We

need the message of this Psalm to work deep into our hearts, to stir up our affections for the

Lord. And this Psalm does this by focusing our attention on how blessed we are to get to draw

near to God as His people, to get to know God and delight in the joy of His presence - to delight

in God Himself. We can break this Psalm up into three sections - each one divided by the

Hebrew word Selah, after verses 4 and 8 - and each of these three sections is summed up by a

beatitude, a benediction - that is, we see three declarations of blessing that summarize the three

sections of the Psalm. So as walk through this Psalm together this morning, my hope is that we

will all have a fresh, renewed love, affection, and longing for the presence of God - that is, for

God Himself.

So first, we see…

I. God’s Presence is a Blessing that We Should Love and Long for (84:1-4)

The psalmist begins by declaring how much he loves and longs for the dwelling place of

God. He begins in verse 1: “How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD of hosts!” “Lovely”

here doesn’t meant that it looks beautiful; rather, it means that it’s beloved - he considers it lovely

because he loves it so much! He continues in verse 2: “My soul longs, yes, faints for the courts

of the LORD; my heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God.” When he mentions the

“dwelling place” of God, we might immediately think of Heaven; but then, when he says he

longs “for the courts of the LORD,” he makes clear that he’s talking about the temple. And his

longing and affection isn’t for the temple itself; it’s for God Himself. After all, this is in the Old

Testament, and back under the Old Covenant, the Temple was considered God’s house; it

symbolically represented God’s dwelling place, His presence among His people. And it was only

at the temple where sacrifices could be made for sins so that you could remain part of God’s

people, be considered clean enough to draw near, and rightly worship the Lord. So if you wanted

to draw near to God, to worship Him and come into His presence, you had to go to the temple.

And that was a big deal - a huge privilege!

But here, it seems that the psalmist isn’t present at the temple. Perhaps he lives far away

from Jerusalem, far away from the temple of God. And so he longs and yearns for the courts of

the Lord, to draw near to the temple, the place where God dwells with man, in order to worship

Him. This is the heart of a pilgrim, longing to make a pilgrimage to the temple of God in
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Jerusalem, on Mount Zion. His heart aches being so far from God’s presence; He longs, yearns,

even faints for the presence of God, his heat and flesh sing out with joy at the thought of drawing

near! He loves and longs for the presence of God so much that he envies the birds that get to live

at the Lord’s house; we read, in v.3: “Even the sparrows finds a home, and the swallow a nest for

herself, where she may lay her young, at you altars, O LORD of hosts, my king and my God.”

He pictures here the birds living in the eaves of the roof around the courtyard, in the courts of the

Lord, near the very altar where sacrifices for sins are made, so that sinners can draw near to God.

This is his heart’s desire! He yearns to dwell in the presence of the Lord! The temple was an

amazing picture of God’s grace, that He condescended to step down out of head, to condescend

to live among filthy, guilty sinful human beings, that they might be His people and know Him as

their Lord and Savior! It’s a beautiful picture of grace! But the temple also still held Israel at

arm’s length; it was a physical reminder that they were sinners and that could only come so far,

that they still couldn’t come into the Holy of Holies, the very presence of God. And yet, the

psalmist longs and yearns for it; for if God shows hospitality even to these common, small,

seemingly insignificant birds like sparrows, then how much more so to the servant who dwells in

the house of the Lord! And so v.4 proclaims: “Blessed are those who dwell in your house, ever

singing your praise!”

But now we have to ask: Ok, how exactly does this apply to us Christians, today? First

off, and most obviously, we must relate to this idea of longing to dwell in the very presence of

God. As we’ve already seen, the reason the palmist longs for the temple is because he loves and

longs for God Himself! But what about this idea of longing for the temple, for the courts of the

Lord? After all, we don’t live in the Old Testament times; there isn’t a temple that God dwells in

anymore or that we take pilgrimages to for worship. So how does this apply to us? Here’s where

we need to understand what significance the temple has in the storyline of the Bible and how it

points forward to Jesus. The temple was always meant to picture God, who lives in the holy,

heavenly places, condescending to come down and live among sinful people, to be their God and

for them to be His people. But now something far greater than the temple has come: God has

come down as a man, to not just live among us, but live with us, as one of us, only without sin!

Jesus Christ, the God-Man, is the true temple: the incarnation of Jesus Christ gives us the fullest

picture of the temple, of God dwelling among us, that we might know Him as His people. For

“He is the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). THis is why Christ told the Pharisees that
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they would tear down the temple and He would rebuild it in three days; they were all stumped,

because it took many years to rebuild the physical temple, but they didn’t understand that he was

speaking of his own body, his own death and resurrection (John 2:18-22). Jesus said this because

He is the true temple; He is the very incarnation of God dwelling among mankind as a man.

Jesus is the very incarnation of heaven come down to earth - because God’s glorious presence is

what makes Heaven Heaven, and God came down to us in Christ Jesus.

We know God and draw near to His presence through Christ Jesus. We are brought into

fellowship with God the Father through the mediation of Christ His Son. We draw near to God

and dwell in His presence through faith in Jesus Christ. We dwell in the presence of God by

abiding in Christ. This is because when we believe the gospel, we are united to Christ - we

become part of His body, He is our head. Just as He is the true temple, so now we are part of the

temple of God in Him! We are filled with His Holy Spirit, the very presence of God! God

Himself dwells with us, so that no matter what the circumstances of our lives may be, GOd

walks through it with us! We live in the presence of God! We are His dwelling place, because we

are in Christ. We are like living stones laid upon the cornerstone - that is, Christ Jesus. Each one

of us is another stone, another brick, that makes up the Temple of God! And that means we aren’t

the temple alone, but together.

We are brought into fellowship with one another - the Church is the Temple of God, as

Christ’s body. Part of how we delight in and dwell in God’s presence is by gathering together as

the church body. When we come to church, we’re not coming to a building - that’s not what

makes it church; we’re gathering together as the church, coming in the name of Christ, as His

people, His body, His temple. When we come to church on the Lord’s Day, on Sunday, to

worship together, when we study the Word and pray together, when we serve and love and

fellowship with one another, we are entering into the presence of God together. If we long for

and delight in the presence and house of God, then that means we will, necessarily, long for and

delight in the church, the people of God, God’s own temple, house and dwelling place - the body

and bride of Christ. So let us be committed to gathering together to worship the Lord. Let us be

committed to loving God and longing for His presence all the more. For we are His dwelling

place in Christ Jesus, and blessed are those who dwell in His house, ever singing his praises!

But as we look back at this psalm, and see the psalmist longing and yearning to dwell in

the presence of the Lord, we’re reminded that we, too, are still waiting and longing for the
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presence of God. And thankfully, God promises to be with us every step of the way on our

journey home. Which brings us to point number two…

II. God’s Presence is a Blessing that Gives us Strength and Joy Throughout the

Hardships of the Christian Life (84:5-8)

Verses 1-4 have described the psalmists love and longing for the temple, the dwelling

place of God. Now, he sets out on a pilgrimage, journeying to the temple. But the road is not an

easy one; and yet, here, too, we see the blessing of God’s presence all the more, amidst the

hardships and difficulties along the way, for God’s presence is the source of his strength and joy.

We see this in verses 5-8: “Blessed are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the

highways to Zion. As they go through the Valley of Baca they make it a place of springs; the

early rain also covers it with pools. They go from strength to strength; each one appears before

God in Zion. O LORD God of hosts, hear my prayer; give ear, O God of Jacob!”

Zion refers to Mount Zion, upon which sits the city of Jerusalem and the temple courts of

God. A pilgrimage is in view here, where the one who longs for the courts of the Lordmakes the

long journey, hoping to “appear before God in Zion” (v.7). But it’s a difficult journey along the

way, leading him to cry out in prayer for God’s help to get him there in verse 8. What’s the

difficulty?  He has to go through “the Valley of Baca.” Now, here’s where it doesn’t just get

difficult for the pilgrim of the psalm, but gets difficult for us in understanding it as well. It seems

like this is being used as a proper noun - that he’s referring to some place called the Valley of

Baca - but the problem is, we don’t know where that is, and we don’t have any other records of

that being an actual place. However, it’s also possible that the word “baca” is describing the

valley, and there’s two main possibilities here. First, the word for “baca” means “balsam tree,”

which grow in hot, dry, arid climates; so the idea would be that this is a dry, desert valley. So the

idea here is that the pilgrim’s journey brings him through this hot, dry, arid valley, with there’s no

water, and he’s desperately thirsty. But the pilgrim “in whose heart are the highways to Zion”

will make this desert valley “a place of springs; the early rain also covers it with pools.” Though

absent from God’s house and still on the journey, the highway to Zion, the path to God’s

presence, is in heart; He knows God, and knows that God is present with Him, even on the

journey! God turns the dry valley into a place of springs, sending rain that covers the valley with

pools. Or, there’s another possible interpretation of “baca” here. This word sounds exactly the

same as the verb “to weep” or “bewail,” and so it’s possible that it’s supposed to say “the Valley
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of Weeping,” which is how it was translated in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the old

Testament that the Early Church used. And if that’s the case, then the idea here is that, in this

valley of hardship and weeping, God does not forsake him but is with him, turning his tears into

life-giving pools and springs.

Either way, the point is clear: even though the pilgrim is still on his way to the temple,

and the journey grows difficult and the way hard, he knows that God is not bound to the temple;

God is with him, even in the hard places! And God’s presence with him is a source of strength

and joy, turning even the places of difficulty into places of blessing. God walks with the pilgrim

all along the way, protecting and providing, giving him strength to keep going, so that they go

“from strength to strength; each one appears before God in Zion.” They make it to their journey’s

end because their strength is in the Lord. And this is a gloriously comforting passage for us,

because we, too, are pilgrims on our way to Zion - that is, to the New Jerusalem, the true house

of God in the heavenly places, where He dwells with His people in glory forever! For though

Christ has come, replacing the temple, and we are now in Christ and filled with His Holy Spirit,

it is also true that we still live in a fallen world, and have not yet come to heavenly dwelling

place of God! We’re still on a journey; we’re heading towards Heaven but have not yet arrived.

And the pilgrim path set before us is not easy; it’s filled with dangers, with difficulty, with

sorrow and suffering. Yet we do not walk the road alone! GOd promises to walk it with us, so

that His presence become our source of joy and strength! His presence turns out hardships into

times of blessing, as He strengthens us to persevere until He brings us home!

Perhaps you’re in a valley in your life right now; perhaps you’re in a place of difficulty, a

time of sorrow and suffering, a dry valley, a valley of tears and weeping. For many of you, I

know that that’s exactly where you are. You’re in a dry and weary place; you’re in a place of

longing and you feel like fainting; you’re in a place of tears and weeping. Over the past few

weeks I’ve met and spoken with many of you about the many different burdens of pain,

suffering, and sorrow you’re bearing right now; I’ve seen tears in your eyes, I’ve heard the

longing and pain in your voice. And I love you all and care for you so much; if it were up to me,

I would take all of these trials and difficulties away from you, so that you’re pain, sorrow, and

suffering ends immediately! But you know what? Even if I could do that, it may very well be that

that would be the worst thing in the world the world that I could do for you. As much as we don’t

like going through the valley - the valley of hard times and difficulty, the dry and barren and

6



weary valley, the valley of tears and weeping, the valley of the shadow of death - it’s in that very

valley that God comes and pours out rich blessings into our parched and weary hearts; where he

takes our tears and turns them into springs and pools of life and joy, of strength and hope! The

Bible teaches us over and over again that it’s here in the valley, in the fiery trials, in the furnace,

here in the times of sorrow and suffering, that God sanctifies us, refines us like gold and silver;

where he exposes our sin that we might repent of it and be free from the misery and pain it keeps

causing us; where he draws us closer and closer to Himself! It’s here in the valley, in the

wilderness, in the dry and weary and parched seasons of life, where He strengthens our weary

hearts, where he lifts our eyes to behold His glorious grace, where he gives a fresh awareness of

His presence, where He shows us just how much He loves us! It’s here in the places of difficulty,

the places of weakness, where God shows us just how much we need Him, that we might long

for Him all the more, to depend upon Him alone - not ourselves or anything else! And that really

is the best thing that could happen to any of us: that we might have our hearts strengthened by

the Lord, that we might encounter God afresh, to have a renewed sense of just how much He

loves us! For when we are weak, then we are strong. So press on, brothers and sisters, when you

come through these times of difficulty, by drawing near to the Lord! As much as we might wish

we could take these times away, from ourselves and each other, what is even better is that we

encourage one another to draw near to God in these times; for there is simply no substitute for a

personal, vibrant relationship with God. And it just might be that God is allowing you to go

through this terrible time in your life right now because He wants to draw you that much closer

to Him, that you might find more joy and strength and peace and blessing in His presence than

you ever thought possible! So that’s my prayer and encouragement for us verses for any of you

that are struggling (or that will struggle some time down the road): I pray that you would draw

near to the Lord, for He has promised that when you do, He will draw near to you, that He will

use all these trials for your good.

And that means, we can trust that the Lord’s presence is better than anything else

imaginable. Which brings us to our final point…

III. God’s Presence is a Blessing We Can Truly Trust in, for He is Greater than

Anything Else Imaginable (84:9-12)

Here in the final stanza, it’s as though our pilgrim has finally arrived at his destination -

the temple, the dwelling place of God - and it truly is a greater blessing than anything else,

7



beyond comparison. We see this clearly in v.10: “For a da in your courts is better than a thousand

elsewhere. I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in the tents of

wickedness.” This is an incredibly profound, beautiful depiction of just how priceless and

valuable the presence of God is: it is not worth comparing to anything else! He’d rather spend

one day in the courts of God, worshiping before the Lord as one of His people, than spend a

thousand days anywhere else! Just think about that! Imagine choosing between living one more

day and a thousand more days (nearly 3 more years). Only living one more day is worth it, if that

one day is spent in the presence of God in fellowship with Him, as one of His redeemed, beloved

people. That’s better than a thousand days, even a million days, even an a life of immortality - if

that life is lived outside of the presence of God, then it’s worthless, already dead, and no life at

all. One day in the very presence of God is better than a thousand anywhere else - better than a

thousand at the beach, a thousand in the mansions of the rich, a thousand as king of your own

castle. One day in the very presence of God is better than anything the world has to offer. In fact,

just being a doorkeeper in the house of God is better than dwelling in the tents of the wicked!

That is, a lowly place in the house of God is far better than a prominent place among the wicked.

He’s saying, “I’d rather be a servant in the house of God, someone who has to stand by the door

and can barely come in, than live and belong among the wicked; I’d rather have to stand at the

back, in the standing-room-only section, or sit up in the nose-bleed sections in the theater of God

than have a front row seat in the theater of the wicked.” This is a heart that decidedly values God

and being with Him over anything else in all the world!

Why is this the case? It’s because there is no greater blessing than to be dwell in the

household of God as His child; it’s because every good gift comes from Him, every blessing

flows out of the blessing of His presence. We see this in verses 11-12: “For the LORD God is a

sun and a shield; the LORD bestows favor and honor. No good thing does he withhold from

those who walk uprightly. O Lord of hosts, blessed is the one who trusts in you!” This is a bold

declaration of trusting in God alone as his shield, his refuge and strength; of trusting in God

alone as his sun, his source of light and life and blessing, for God gives the gifts of favor and

honor, of grace and glory. And I think this is what v.9 is getting at, too, when it says, “Behold our

shield, O God; look on the face of your anointed!” A lot of people think that the psalmist is

breaking away from his theme here to randomly pray for the King of Israel, since “shield” and

“annointed one” can both be terms to refer to the king. But I don’t think that makes sense here.
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First off, this psalm hasn’t been talking about the human king or throne at all; on the contrary,

we’ve seen clearly that the LORD God is King, in verse 3! Secondly, verse 11 plainly says that

the LORD God is our shield. But why would the psalmist be asking God to behold their shield if

the shield is God Himself? It’s because this shield is the “anointed one” - which is literally, in

Hebrew, meshiach, Messiah. Yes, the King was the Lord’s anointed one; but the word can also

refer to the Messiah, or the Christ, God’s promised savior and king to come - and I think that’s

exactly what’s going on here. The psalmist is asking God to behold their shield and look upon

God’s annointed one - who is none other than God Himself, the true King and Lord! For this

Messiah is Jesus, the God-Man. And it is precisely trusting in the Messiah, in Jesus the Christ,

that we truly receive every blessing in the presence of God; for He “has blessed in Christ with

every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (Eph. 1:3).

The good news of the gospel is that we can trust Christ Jesus as our shield, for He has

stood before us to absorb the very wrath of God that we deserve for our sin! Christ has come to

offer the ultimate sacrifice at the altar, paying for our sins once and for all, so that if we repent

and believe in Him, we can come into the very presence of God, cleansed of all our

unrighteousness and pronounced righteous and blameless in His sight! We who are sinful and

deserve to be cast out are forgiven and brought near, to the very throne of God, to dwell with

Him as His beloved children forever! Even now, we are united to Christ by grace through faith;

we are in Christ, dwelling with Him, and His own Holy Spirit is in us; we are in the presence of

God, and here we receive every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even in now, for we are

with the Lord! And this includes the greatest blessings of salvation - even the assurance that we

will be raised to eternal life to go and dwell in house of the Lord forever, not in these earthly

tents but in a house made by the hands of God, to live with the Lord of glory! In His presence

there is joy and peace and life everlasting! One day there is better than a thousand elsewhere -

and He has promised us eternity there! The greatest blessing is to live forever in the presence of

God and this blessing is ours, purely by grace through faith in the death and resurrection of

Christ!

And if we can trust the Lord with eternity, then how could we not trust Him with today?

As the second half of v.11 says, “No good thing does he withhold from those who walk

uprightly.” We are declare righteous and upright by grace through faith in Christ alone. We are in

Christ now - we have the wonderful blessing of God’s presence, as His beloved children, right
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now, from the second we believe! And that means God is not holding out on us; He will not

withhold any good thing that we need. So we can trust Him completely. If God “did not spare

His own son, but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all

things?” (Rom. 8:32). Brothers and sisters, you are in Christ; you have come to God; He has

come to you and filled you with the seal of His own Spirit! God is with us! He gave us His own

Son that we may live; He will supply everything we truly need! For He has given us Himself,

and the promise of eternal life with Him, and Has put His own Spirit in our hearts as a

down-payment of what is to come. What better blessing is there than the presence of the Lord?

There is none imaginable. Being with God is better than anything else beyond comparison. So let

us delight in the Lord’s presence, let us love and long for Him all the more, and let us trust Him

in all things, both in this life, and in the life to come.

And if you’re not a believer this morning, you, too, can know the blessing of God’s

presence in your life now and in eternity. Simply confess and repent of your sin and turn to

Christ as your Lord and Savior, trusting  in Him alone for salvation. If you have any questions

about this, I would love to speak with you. Let us pray.
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