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A Prayer of David 
 

 

Introduction 
 

The Text 
0 A Prayer of David. 1 Hear a just cause, O LORD; attend to my cry! Give ear to my prayer from lips free of 
deceit! 2 From your presence let my vindication come! Let your eyes behold the right! 3 You have tried 
my heart, you have visited me by night, you have tested me, and you will find nothing; I have purposed 
that my mouth will not transgress. 4 With regard to the works of man, by the word of your lips I have 
avoided the ways of the violent. 5 My steps have held fast to your paths; my feet have not slipped. 6 I call 
upon you, for you will answer me, O God; incline your ear to me; hear my words. 7 Wondrously show 
your steadfast love, O Savior of those who seek refuge from their adversaries at your right hand. 8 Keep 
me as the apple of your eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings, 9 from the wicked who do me 
violence, my deadly enemies who surround me. 10 They close their hearts to pity; with their mouths they 
speak arrogantly. 11 They have now surrounded our steps; they set their eyes to cast us to the ground. 12 
He is like a lion eager to tear, as a young lion lurking in ambush. 13 Arise, O LORD! Confront him, subdue 
him! Deliver my soul from the wicked by your sword, 14 from men by your hand, O LORD, from men of 
the world whose portion is in this life. You fill their womb with treasure; they are satisfied with children, 
and they leave their abundance to their infants. 15 As for me, I shall behold your face in righteousness; 
when I awake, I shall be satisfied with your likeness.  (Psa 17) 
 

Week of Prayer 
A. The first Sunday of every year, I’m thinking it should be now our tradition to mark it off as the 

beginning of a Week of Prayer for our church.   
 

1. And so that is what we are doing here in Psalm 17 this morning.   
 
B. Back when I selected this Psalm I didn’t realize how perfectly fit it was for the subject.  I knew there 

were things here that would inform and inspire us with a view to prayer but I had failed to notice 
the superscript of this Psalm and how it uniquely and markedly sets this Psalm apart from the others 
as “A prayer of David.”   

 
1. You see, if you flip through the Psalms, you’ll find many of these superscripts identifying 

what follows them as “A Psalm of David” or “A Miktam of David” or “A Shiggaion of David” 
(the latter two are likely musical or liturgical terms). . . but only here and in a couple other 
places in all the book of Psalms are we told that what we have is specifically “A Prayer of 
David” (cf. Psalms 86, 142).   

 
a. And that is something to make note of.  Certainly, in one sense, all the Psalms are 

prayers and can teach us about prayer, but what we must see is that Psalm 17 is 
uniquely set apart as such.  And there is, therefore, all the more that can be gleaned 
from it. 
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C. While, of course, I don’t have time to bring out everything that’s in this text, I do want to identify 
five things we learn about prayer here (and I hope it encourages you to give yourself to the task this 
week and, really, all the year long): (1) The Priority of It; (2) The Integrity of It; (3) The Essence of It; 
(4) The Intimacy of It; and (5) The Eternity of It. 

 

(1)  The Priority of It 
 

The First Verse and Larger Context 
A. The first thing we must see here is that prayer is clearly a matter of unrivaled priority for David—

and, of course, it ought to be the same for us as well. 
 
B. But I see this, first of all, in the way that the Psalm starts right out of the gate.  So David begins three 

times begging that God hear Him out: 
 

1. “Hear a just case, O Lord,” he says. 
2. And then again: “[A]ttend to my cry!”   
3. And once more: “Give ear to my prayer . . .”   

 
a. And all of this packed into the first verse, the first few words of this psalm.  He’s 

desperate to be heard.  Prayer for him is of the highest priority.  He knows this is the 
place of help and if he isn’t heard here by God, it’s over for him. 

 
C. One has to wonder if we really come at prayer with such vehemence and focus and desperation.  Is 

it not that we might ask once to be heard and great if He does but if He doesn’t we’ll just move on to 
take care of the matter ourself? 

 
1. We pray because we’re supposed to but not because we absolutely must, not because we 

feel deep in our bones that God alone is our hope and stay.  But that’s where David is. 
 
D. And I think we see the priority prayer was for David all the more when we consider the context of 

the Psalm.   
 

1. While we don’t know the specifics as to what David was facing at the time, we can get a 
clear enough idea of it from what’s said here.  Enemies are surrounding, prowling, attacking.  
And, as we’ll see further in the next heading, David feels innocent in the matter—like the 
victim.   

 
a. But here’s the thing, David clearly is not attempting to save or vindicate himself in 

his own strength.  No, he’s running to God for that in prayer.  Hence the idea of 
“Hear a just cause” (v. 1) and, in v. 2: “From your presence let my vindication 
come!”     

 
i. I love how Charles Spurgeon opens up on this Psalm: “David would not have 

been a man after God’s own heart, if he had not been a man of prayer.  He 
was a master in the sacred art of supplication.  He flies to prayer in all times 
of need, as a pilot speeds to the harbour in the stress of tempest.” 
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E. And so this might rightly describe David, but then we have to ask: Does it rightly describe us as well?  

Is this our approach to the troubles of life?  Do we flee to prayer in all times of need, or do we touch 
at it here or there, or come to it only at the end when all our other efforts have failed?  Is it our first 
and unrivaled priority? 

 

The Start of a New Year 
A. This is especially important to remember it seems to me at the start of a new year.  It’s that time 

when we naturally find ourselves thinking more about how our life is going, what we want to 
change, what we want to see happen in the year ahead, and things like this.  People often set their 
goals and resolutions at this point.   

 
1. But here we must consider how it is that we actually go about all this—in what manner and 

with what heart?   
 

a. Are we driven by the values of this world and the lusts of our flesh?  Are we going 
about it all guided by our own wisdom and attempting to accomplish matters in our 
own strength?   

b. Or are we praying?  Are we on our knees before we’re ever at our day planners or 
calendars?  Are we getting the vision and the power from God? 

 
B. This, again, is why we’re putting the Week of Prayer here at the head of a new year.  It’s a way of 

saying, prayer is the place to begin.  As I’ve said before, prayer is the start of everything good.  It’s 
the top priority. 

 
C. You know I’ve been reading through the book of Numbers in my devotions and I recently came to 

Numbers 14 and it really just drove this point home for me.   
 
1. You remember, the spies are sent in to peak on the land of Canaan and Caleb comes back 

and says: “Hey, if God is with us, these people will be our bread” (v. 9).   
2. But all the rest except for Joshua come back saying: “We don’t stand a chance.”   

 
a. So God says alright then you’re not going to enter.  But then they try to repent and 

haphazardly run off to fight, only this time without God’s blessing and they do get 
demolished.   

 
D. And here’s the point: If God goes with you, your enemies will be like bread to you, but if God does 

not go with you, then you will be like bread to them.  It won’t go well.   
 

1. So we can run off with all our ideas and vision for 2021 but if God is not with us, it’s vanity.  
It’s in the place of prayer that we discern these sorts of things and draw on God’s wisdom 
and strength instead of our own.  And that’s why it must be first place in our lives every day. 

 

The Mission and Ministries of the Church 
A. And you know such a principle is not just important for individual Christians, it’s important for the 

church corporately as well, especially when we consider her mission and ministries.   
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B. When it comes to the subject of prayer, I regularly turn to a man I was introduced to back in 

seminary: namely, Jack Miller.  He was just an inspiring figure in the church and a man, most 
notably, of prayer.   

 
1. I have a book containing a number of letters he once wrote throughout the course of his 

ministry, and one of them is entitled aptly: “Christ Plants Churches through Prayer.”   
 

a. And in it he takes a moment to reflect on the book of Acts and how the church really 
got started and came alive and multiplied in the first place.  Here’s what he says: 
“Actually, the book of Acts is the story of the acts of Christ done in history in 
response to the constant corporate prayer by the leaders of the church (Acts 1:1-8, 
13-14; 2:1, 42; 3:1; 4:23-31). . . . [T]he early chapters of Acts follow a clear pattern: 
first the church is pictured indoors where prayer prevails; then the church is 
pictured outdoors where the Spirit of Christ prevails through preaching and mighty 
deeds. . . . [T]his should be our model for ministry” (The Heart of a Servant Leader, 
50).   

 
C. If we find that we have no time for prayer then I fear we are guilty of putting the cart before the 

horse.  We are as one getting into a car to travel without gas in the tank or map in hand.  We’ll go 
nowhere.  And even if we do manage to move at all, you can be sure we shall find we’ve only gone 
backwards in the end.   

 
1. So if you’re going to resolve to do anything this year, let it be this: Before I do anything else, 

I resolve to pray!  Let’s make prior an unrivaled priority in our lives in 2021! 
 

(2)  The Integrity of It 
 

Essential and Occasional Innocence 
A. If you noticed, in this Psalm, David makes quite a few astounding statements, statements that can 

be a bit confusing and come off as a little bit arrogant, like he’s a braggard of some sort, blind to his 
sin and self-confident in his own righteousness—things that, to us, at first glance seem to cut against 
the grain of the gospel and things. 

 
1. So he says things like: “Give ear to my prayer from lips free from deceit” (v. 1a).  “Help me 

God, for I don’t lie or deceive others with my words.” 

2. Or even the fullness of v. 2: “From your presence let my vindication come!  Let your eyes 
behold the right!”  In other words: “I am right.  Therefore, vindicate me.”   

3. But he goes on, look at vv. 3-5: “ 3 You have tried my heart, you have visited me by night, 
you have tested me, and you will find nothing; I have purposed that my mouth will not 
transgress. 4 With regard to the works of man, by the word of your lips I have avoided the 
ways of the violent. 5 My steps have held fast to your paths; my feet have not slipped.” 

 
B. These are pretty startling claims and, again, they may trouble us at first.  So what are we to make of 

them?   
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1. Well, first let me clarify what all this doesn’t mean.  It doesn’t mean that David is what we 
might call essentially or fundamentally innocent.  David is not claiming utter sinlessness 
here.   

 
a. After all, in Rom 3, when Paul is issuing that sweeping and categorical 

condemnation of all humanity as those under sin, he quotes from David’s own 
words in Psa 14: “ 2 The LORD looks down from heaven on the children of man, to 
see if there are any who understand, who seek after God. 3 They have all turned 
aside; together they have become corrupt; there is none who does good, not even 
one” (vv. 2-3).   

b. And, of course, David would prove this to be the case with episodes like his adultery 
with Bathsheba and things.   

 
i. So he’s not saying he’s essentially innocent through and through. 

 
2. But now we come to what he is saying.  And here is where we make the distinction between 

essential innocence and occasional innocence—meaning: “With regard to this particular 
occasion, event, situation, I am innocent, I’ve not done evil or tried to sin, I’ve been open 
and honest and seeking You God.”  That’s the idea. 

 
a. “These enemies of mine, they are not interested in obeying you, following you, 

trusting you, serving you.  But I am.  Therefore, help!” 
 

The Necessity of Integrity 
A. And this is what I mean by the idea of integrity.   

 
1. You see, prayer, for it to truly be prayer, must arise from a pure heart, an honest heart 

whereby, as far as we can tell, we are genuinely seeking God and ready to listen to Him, 
follow Him, obey the vision He gives us, surrender, and so forth.   

 
a. Prayer is not about manipulating God to get what we want, it’s about genuinely 

seeking Him and putting your life in His hands.  If that is not the posture in which 
you pray then you shall not see much happen when you do. 

 
B. The things we hold onto are the things that hold us back.  The desires or plans we won’t surrender 

to God are the very things that will undo us.  When we refuse to put it all on the table we are 
essentially closing our hearts and plugging our ears.  We shouldn’t expect to hear or receive 
anything in prayer from God.  We are not open to it.  We, at bottom, want a one-way conversation, 
where we define the rules and we make the demands.   

 
1. This is not prayer.  This is idolatry masquerading as worship.  This is self-centered 

manipulation under cloak of God-honoring supplication.   
 

a. I daresay, tragically, this is what much of our own prayer lives look like, mine 
included.  We’ve got to let God have us if we’re going to truly have Him. 

 
C. We see this principle all over the Scriptures.   



 6 

 
1. It’s why James says: “You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on 

your passions” (James 4:3).   
 

2. It’s why Peter says in 1 Pet 3:7 that husbands ought to “live with [their] wives in an 
understanding way . . .”  Why?  “[S]o that your prayers may not be hindered,” he says.   

 
a. When you aren’t prepared to follow God in your life, in the various aspects of your 

life, your marriage, your work, your finances, and so forth, you are sabotaging your 
own prayers.  God is not going to speak and answer when the heart is far from Him.   

 
3. But put more positively on the other side, this is why James later in his letter goes on to say 

in James 5:16: “The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.”  You can 
expect God to move when He truly has your heart and life. 

 
4. Or Peter, later in his letter, writes: “For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his 

ears are open to their prayer” (1 Pet. 3:12).  We’re not talking about sinlessness here, we’re 
talking about integrity, honest seeking, willingness and readiness to obey. 

 
D. To quote Jack Miller again.  Earlier in that same letter already referenced, he writes: “There is 

‘prayer’ and [then] there is God-given prayer.  The former is superficial, the work of orphans who 
may be religious people but are unwilling to surrender human independence to the leadership of 
Christ.  God-given prayer and praise have as their essence a waiting on God, a willingness to be 
wrought upon by the hammer and the fire of the Almighty, until the chains of self-centered desires 
fall away from the personality, and the love of Christ becomes the deepest hunger of the inner life” 
(The Heart of a Servant Leader, 48). 

 
1. Sometimes we pray as orphans not because we are so helpless and pitiable and things like 

this, but because we are so willful and arrogant, we don’t want a Father over us, we want to 
be the adult, we want to wear the pants, we want to call the shots.  That’s what he’s talking 
about here.   

 
a. And so long as we take our place over God we cannot expect that we should really 

receive much from Him in prayer.  He’s not going to fight you.  He’ll just go quiet. 
 
E. So we’ve got to ask, when we pray, is it mere manipulation, just trying to get what we want from 

God while our hearts are far from Him?  Or are we genuinely surrendered to Him and seeking Him 
and wanting to see His glory on display in it all?     

 
F. And this really leads to the next heading . . . 
 

(3)  The Essence of It 
 

His Glory and My Good 
A. By “Essence” here I mean to say that in this Psalm we are shown really the essence, the core, of 

what prayer really is.   
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B. This comes out there in particular in vv. 6-7, where David says: “ 6 I call upon you, for you will answer 
me, O God; incline your ear to me; hear my words. 7 Wondrously show your steadfast love, O Savior 
of those who seek refuge from their adversaries at your right hand.” 

 
1. But now you’ve got to catch the logic.  David is saying in effect: “I desperately need your 

help, God.  Glorify Yourself by doing good to me.”   
 
C. That’s what he means there in v. 7 when he says: “Wondrously show your steadfast love . . .”  It’s 

just two words in the Hebrew, but they both have deep roots extending back in the history of 
redemption.   

 
1. In the case of “steadfast love” there it’s in the Hebrew chesed which is really understood as 

the covenant love and faithfulness of God.  It is not just a passing feeling or something.  It is 
God staying true to His covenant made with His people extending back to Abraham.   

 
a. So David is saying: “Be true to who you are” here.  “Be true to what you’ve 

promised.”  It’s a plea based on the word and character of God.   
 

2. And the second Hebrew word there translated “wondrously show” really brings out 
something of the same, palah.   

 
a. It’s a word that recalls God’s redeeming work in the Exodus and things, where He 

brought His people out of Egypt and through the Red Sea (cf. Psa 106:7, 22).   
b. And it’s a word that reminds us of His rebuke of Sarah in Gen 18:14 when He says: 

“Is anything too hard [lit. ‘too wonderful’] for the Lord?” 
 

i. So you see the essence of prayer is to say: “Showcase who You are God in 
the way that you work wonders to take care of me.  Your name is on me.  
My trust is in you.  Don’t fail me.  Be glorified by doing me good.”   

 

Avoiding Extremes 
A. Now you see with this we avoid two extremes: 

 
1. On the one hand we avoid thinking that prayer is all about me.  That’s what we’ve been 

saying—that I’m in charge, and it’s manipulation.  We know that isn’t good.   
 

2. But on the other hand we avoid thinking that prayer is all about God, meaning I shouldn’t 
ask about my needs and things, I should just focus on His glory and all this.   

 
a. No!  Don’t you see, the way God loves to get glory is by doing you good.  His glory 

isn’t floating around out there somewhere in the ether, it’s concretely manifested 
through His acts of redemption, provision, protection, and such.  It’s not one or the 
other on this.  It’s both/and.   

 
B. I remember when I first saw this in the Lord’s Prayer when I was teaching through the Sermon on 

the Mount back with the college kids in SLO.  Have you noticed this?  Jesus teaches us to pray, how?   
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1. Well, it starts with the lofty subjects of God’s glory and things (avoiding the first extreme): “ 
9 Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 10 Your kingdom come, your will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:9–10).   
 

2. But then He just drops straight from the heavenlies as it were to the more mundane matters 
that we get all worried about: “ 11 Give us this day our daily bread, 12 and forgive us our 
debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 13 And lead us not into temptation, but deliver 
us from evil” (vv. 11–13).   

 
C. Don’t you see?  These two sections aren’t at odds with each other.  The way His name is hallowed, 

the way His kingdom comes, is in the way He provides for and pardons and protects you and I, His 
kids.   

 

1. That’s the idea.  That’s the essence of prayer.  It’s inviting God to glorify Himself—to be true 
to His word, His character, His covenant, His name—by doing good for us. 

 

(4)  The Intimacy of It 
 

Eyes and Wings 
A. This idea of intimacy is really brought there, I think, in v. 8 in particular, where David says: “Keep me 

as the apple of your eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings . . .”  It’s language that shows an 
unblushing intimacy enjoyed between David and his God.   

 
B. The apple of the eye is technically speaking the pupil.  And David says: “I’m like that to you God.”   

 
1. What exactly this means is debatable.  It could mean that David is aware that God’s eyes are 

always on Him; that He’s watched, cherished, adored; that he lives out his days under the 
loving gaze of his Father.   

2. And it could also bring out the sense that as a man would be careful to protect something as 
valuable to him as the pupil of his eye, so God will be careful to protect His people.   

 

a. However we take it the idea is clear: We are precious to God, and prayer is our way 
of entering into that relationship of love. 

 
C. And this is only brought out further by the second image, that of a mother bird spreading its wings 

out over its brood to keep them safe.  This is a profoundly intimate and reassuring image.   
 

1. And we’ve got to see it in its context here.  For David will talk in other places about how his 
enemies are surrounding or encircling him.  Indeed, that’s where he goes in the very next 
verse: “[M]y deadly enemies . . . surround me” (v. 9).   

 
a. But this is no contradiction of the verse that came just prior.  You see, where the 

enemy surrounds God draws the tighter circle, He is closer still.  That is the idea.   
 
D. And we must pause and consider the application of this in our own life. 
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1. Some of us no doubt have felt very exposed and attacked this past year.  We’ve felt 

surrounded by enemy forces.   
2. But what David is getting at here is that, even in that place, God is nearer yet, He is covering, 

He is protecting, and we can enjoy that security and intimacy by way of prayer. 
 

“Jesus Is My Girlfriend”?! 
A. The language here, being the apple of God’s eye, taking shelter under the shadow of His wing, and 

things, it may make the men among us a bit uncomfortable.  It sounds a little sappy, right?   
 

1. You’ve heard, perhaps, people speak out against those worship songs they laughingly refer 
to as “Jesus Is My Girlfriend” songs—worship songs where you can’t tell if the dude is talking 
to his Lord or his girl.  And this sounds kind of like that.  It feels awkward to us.   

 
a. We think maybe David is just being overly sentimental here, like he must be one of 

those guys who sits around watching rom coms for fun, with a box of tissues close 
by, or he likes those BBC period pieces and Jane Austen novels or whatever. 

 
B. But that’s not what’s happening here.  I wonder if you realize that the language David is using here 

to describe his intimate relationship with God in prayer is actually language that God speaks through 
Moses back when he’s describing the way God redeemed them from slavery in Egypt and provided 
for them through the wilderness all those years.   

 
1. Listen: “ 10 [The LORD found his people, Jacob,] in a desert land, and in the howling waste of 

the wilderness; he encircled him, he cared for him, he kept him as the apple of his eye. 11 
Like an eagle that stirs up its nest, that flutters over its young, spreading out its wings, 
catching them, bearing them on its pinions, 12 the LORD alone guided him . . . (Deut. 32:10–
12a).   

 
a. Both images brought out in this one text.  This is what David is recalling.  This 

intimate communion we enjoy with God through prayer is not man’s idea, it’s God’s.   
 

i. And it’s what all of us—men and women alike—long for.  I mean listen, God 
delights in you.  He cherishes you.  He wants to protect and encircle you In 
His love.  And if that makes you blush, so be it.   
 

(1) Bottom line: He wants to be near you.  So are you praying?  Because 
prayer is the pathway to this kind of intimacy with Him.  It’s how we 
enter in. 

 

(5)  The Eternity of It  
 

The Climax and Culmination 
A. With this we really come to discern the trajectory of our prayers, where all of this is headed.  I am 

thinking here in particular of what comes out there in the last verse of this Psalm where David says: 
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“As for me, I shall behold your face in righteousness; when I awake, I shall be satisfied with your 
likeness” (v. 15).   

 
B. I, along with many other commentators, think David is here looking beyond the horizon of this world 

to what awaits him in eternity with His God, even in the resurrection.   
 
1. I think that’s why he goes out of his way to contrast himself with these enemies of his saying 

of them: “[They are] men of the world whose portion is in this life [only!]” (v. 14).  “Sure 
they enjoy good things, God gives common grace even to those who rebel against Him, but 
their portion is only in this life and in the end they’ll lose it all . . . 

 
a. . . . but it shall not be so for me!  For my portion is God!  And even if it gets hard 

here on earth I shall soon awake with Him in glory forever!”  That’s the idea. 
 
C. Here really is, then, the climax and culmination of all that’s come before.   

 
1. David has cried out for vindication, and so God shall especially grant him just that in the end.   
2. He’s been pursuing God with as pure a heart as he could on earth, well, here he shall finally 

be made like his God in righteousness through and through. 
3. And He shall see God in all His glory, and stand amazed at His wondrous works of steadfast 

love that kept him to the end. 
4. And will, of course, experience intimacy unparalleled, beholding God’s face, satisfied in this 

communion with Him . . . forever! 
 
D. To pray, then, is ultimately to touch eternity.  It is to set your heart and life on trajectory for another 

world.  It is to desire something more than God’s temporal blessing in this life.  It is to desire and be 
in hot pursuit of God Himself.   

 
1. That is what David finds at the end.  And that is what we can find in and through prayer as 

well.   
 

The Greater David and Quintessential Psalmist 
A. Now, I should close with mention here of Jesus and the gospel, because we know it is ultimately 

because of Him that we can anticipate such a thing in prayer.   
 

1. I haven’t mentioned much of Christ explicitly to this point, but truly He’s been running 
through it all.  The best way to read the Psalms, really, is to understand that Jesus, not 
David, is the quintessential Psalmist.  It is He who sings these words for and to us.   

 
B. Consider it . . . 
 

1. He’s the One who, above any other, during His earthly life prioritized prayer, sometimes 
spending whole nights in prayer to His Father.  And even when on the cross He was 
encircled by His enemies, He did not seek to vindicate Himself but, like David, prayed and 
left it in the hands of God.  
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2. He’s the One who, above any other, could speak not just of occasional innocence, but 
essential, fundamental innocence and perfect righteousness.  He was without sin, fully 
surrendered to the will and way of His Father. 

3. He’s the One who, above any other, prayed on the basis of God’s word and character with 
concern not just for His own good but for His Father’s glory.  I love that text when He’s 
contemplating the cross and all it would mean, and He prays: “ 27 Now is my soul troubled. 
And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? But for this purpose I have come to 
this hour. 28 Father, glorify your name” (John 12:27–28).   

4. He’s the One who, above any other, enjoys intimacy with God in prayer, as the apple of His 
Father’s eye, His only beloved Son.   

5. And it is Jesus who, above any other, and before any other, is vindicated by God in His 
resurrection to eternal life and glory, whereby He becomes the firstborn from the dead, the 
firstfruits of a greater end-time harvest. 

 
C. Jesus sings this Psalm—more sweetly, more sonorously, more passionately and powerfully than 

David ever could.  And He does it all so that sinners like you and I can come into fellowship with God 
through prayer. 

 
1. Everything David here enjoys, everything you and I enjoy, in and through prayer is because 

of Him.  What a privilege it is to pray!  Jesus gave His life for it.  So let’s give ourselves to it . . 
. this week and beyond! 


