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The psalms teach us how to pray and live, and the theme of justice occurs frequently in them. David’s 
enemies plot wickedly against him, and he wants God to hear a just cause and stop them. The Lord would 
have us pray in the same way, calling on Him to act in the world on the basis of His covenant love and 
righteousness.  
 
Summary of the Text 
Psalm 17 divides into four parts. In the first David asks God to hear and act because he is honest and 
upright, blowing no smoke in his prayers (vv. 1-4). God has tested his heart, visited him in the night, and 
found no evil, so David sets himself to not speak sinfully (v. 3). In the second part he asks the Lord to 
continue upholding him so that he doesn’t slip (vv. 5-6). Third, he prays that God would show His 
marvelous lovingkindness by saving those who trust in Him from proud, deadly, and lurking enemies (vv. 
7-12). Last, David calls on the Lord to deliver him with His sword from those who are full of what they have 
attained in this life, while he waits in faith to see God’s face in righteousness (vv. 13-15).  
 
God’s Righteousness 
David calls for God to hear “a just cause,” and this could also be rendered “a just man” (zedek; v. 1). The 
word for just/justice is the same word for righteous/righteousness, and the psalm ends with David planning 
to see God’s face in righteousness (v. 15). The name Melchizedek means “king (melek) of righteousness  
(zedek)” (Heb. 7:2). We tend to think of righteousness in terms of personal morality and justice as 
something external in the civil realm, but David wants God to hear his just and righteous cause and do 
justice. He isn’t asking because God is unrighteous or indifferent to injustice, but because this is the way 
God made us to appeal to Him. Righteousness in inherent to God, as Psalm 89:14 says, “Righteousness and 
justice are the foundation of Your throne; steadfast love and faithfulness go before You.” God’s character 
provides the foundation of our prayers for justice in this world, “Your kingdom come, Your will be done on 
earth as it is in heaven.” David calls upon God because of God—who He is, how He has revealed Himself, 
and what He wants done in the world. Without understanding and loving this, we pray confused, half-
hearted prayers: “Lord we just pray that you would just do something in this situation, just hear us and if it 
be Your will, just answer us, maybe make it a little better.” We pray like a lobbying group hoping for a scrap 
from the table. God receives our prayers however stilted, and the Holy Spirit intercedes with groanings we 
can’t utter (Rom. 8:26), but we should pray boldly like David does, calling on God to hear, attend, give ear, 
vindicate, look on, uphold, incline, reveal, save, keep, hide, arise, confront, deliver, show and satisfy. If it 
sounds like David is telling God Almighty what to do it’s because he is and it’s holy and right, based on 
God’s own righteousness.  
 
David’s Confidence 
David is confident about who God is, but also about who he is in God. He prays without deceitful lips, 
wants God to view his uprightness, and states Yahweh has tested his heart, visited him in the night, and 
examined him (vv. 2-3). Is David staggeringly arrogant, about to slip on the banana peel of his pride (cf. 
Prov. 16:18)? No, this is true humility, the kind of accurate self-knowledge that only the blameless can have 
(Ps. 15:2). Remember that blameless/upright/mature (tamim) believer is not one who never sins, but one 
who walks in the light as He is in the light, confessing sins daily and being cleansed by the blood of Jesus 
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Christ (1 Jn. 1:7). David has invited God to examine Him so that he repents of sin and walks uprightly. God 
is not like Satan, the accuser who uses what he finds in to make you despair and die. If God would mark 
iniquities in order to condemn, no one could stand before Him. But instead He reveals our iniquities so 
that we can grow in grace (Ps. 130:3-4). There is no condemnation to the one in Christ Jesus. David has 
received this verdict and therefore he prays, welcoming God to examine and reveal his thoughts, deeds, 
and motives. In verse 3, “tested” means God examined, “visited” is God’s presence when no one else can 
see, and “tried” refers to the refining fires applied to precious gold or silver. We know David isn’t stumbling 
into pride because the fruit of this encounter is resolution to control his tongue (v. 3). He doesn’t maintain 
he can’t sin; he strategies to prevent himself from doing so. Our God is a consuming fire, so to encounter 
Him truly in prayer will burn away the dross of your sin (Heb. 12:29). When you do this, knowing that God 
your Father knows the worst about you, what can man do to you? David knows the Lord, knows himself in 
the context of His grace, knows his enemies are liars, and therefore prays.   
 
The Fat-Hearted 
His enemies have no such confidence, having closed their fat hearts (v. 10). The ESV renders it “They close 
their hearts to pity; with their mouths they speak arrogantly.” As we get our nativity scenes out for Advent, 
don’t forget to include the soldiers of Herod who slaughtered all the male children under two years old 
around Bethlehem (Matt. 2:16-18). Remember, we’re learning to pray and fight for justice because God 
cares about the weak and helpless including the infants in our nation and those dying on the streets of 
Seattle. We have pitiless and fat-hearted politicians and populace who don’t care. They think about what 
they have in this life, which may be a lot materially speaking (v. 14). David says their bellies are filled with 
God’s hidden treasure, meaning they don’t know it’s from Him. How many millions of Americans just 
celebrated Thanksgiving without giving thanks to the God and Father of Jesus Christ? How many 
Christians ate without acknowledging that we are ungrateful nation, without asking God to bring us back 
to Himself?  
 
Covenant Lovingkindness 
David will not despair. His enemies think no further than the pile they leave for the next generation (v. 14), 
but he thinks seeing God’s face in justice (v. 15). Of course, complete justice and righteousness will be seen 
in the resurrection to come, but David wants to see a measure of it in his lifetime, and it’s not a pipe dream. 
It’s based on God’s covenant lovingkindness, His hesed in verse 7, which alludes to the song of Moses in 
Exodus 15:11-13 where God’s hesed redeemed God’s people out of slavery in Egypt. He also quotes Moses’ 
other song in Deuteronomy 32:10-11 where God keeps Israel in the wilderness as the apple of His eye and 
protects them under His wings. Moses’ songs, Israel’s songs, became David’s songs, and David’s songs 
became Jesus’ songs, and in Him these are our songs and the songs of our children. David is saying that 
they need an exodus, that God will have to carry them through this wilderness: “I call upon you, for you 
will answer me, O God” (v. 6). And he believes God will do it because of His covenant love, the love that 
we have more abundantly in Jesus Christ.  
 

  


