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Psalm 20 – “Yahweh Save the King!” 
This is what’s called a “Royal Psalm” (there are 8 or 9 others throughout the psalms). A Royal Psalm is 

any psalm specifically about David and the line of Kings that began with him as a channel of blessing to 

God’s people. But as the ESV Study Bible says, “All [of the royal psalms] relate to the Messiah, the 

ultimate heir of David”.i Christ is the ultimate channel of blessing to God’s people, and the Royal Psalms 

point to Him because what’s said about the king is too big for anyone but Christ to fulfill it, or because it 

looks forward to Christ as a prophecy, or by giving a pattern for the perfect king that only Christ was able 

to live up to. That’s what Psalms 20-21 do: they give an ideal picture of God blessing His people through 

a wonderful king but only Jesus Christ, the Messiah of Israel, was able to live up to this. One of the other 

royal psalms has a Canadian connection. On the eastern arch of the entrance to Parliament in Ottawa, 

these words are set in stone: “He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, and from the rivers unto the 

ends of the earth.” (Psa 72:8) When those words were inscribed, our king was George V, Elizabeth’s 

grandfather.ii The hope behind this prayer was too big for George V, unthinkable for Edward VIII--!!!--, 

out of reach for George VI though he exceeded everybody’s expectations, and as good a queen as 

Elizabeth II has been, the hope of the people expressed in the words of Psalm 72, or Psalm 20, is too 

heavy a crown for her royal head to wear. The Canadian Psalm (i.e., Psalm 72), and all the other Royal 

Psalms like Psalm 20, lead us to look past our own king or queen, and to see that the blessing we are 

waiting for, the King through whom God finally saves, protects, and blesses His people—all His people 

(not just Israelites or Canadians), is Jesus Christ, Hope of the Nations. 

Was God on Israel’s side? 
Psalm 20 and 21 are a pair of Royal Psalms that go together. Psalm 20 is a prayer the nation is to pray 

asking God to help King David or his heirs. Psalm 21 is a prayer the nation is to pray thanking God for 

helping King David or his heirs. The hopes of the nation and even the survival of the nation depended on 

God blessing their king. But if Canadians can be excused for imagining that in the good old days Canada 

was a “Christian country”, the Kingdom of Israel had much more reason for confidence that God was on 

their side. There are several things in this psalm that remind us God had blessed Israel: 

• God had given them a sanctuary, a tabernacle and then a Temple in Zion (v2)—He did not do 

this for any other nation! 

• It was there that God had appointed an altar on which to offer animal sacrifices for their sins, 

and God had them put the Ark of the Covenant there as a remembrance that when they offered 

the sacrifices as He instructed, God would forgive their sins as He promised (v3).  

• God had made Israel a kingdom and their banners (v5)--the flag they flew—wasn’t just David’s 

flag: because of these reasons, and especially the next one, it was also God’s flag, His banner.  

• And God had chosen a King for Israel--God had "anointed" David so that David was called the 

"Anointed"--or literally, "Messiah" (the Greek translation is "Christ"). (v6) 

Why didn’t Israel take God’s blessing for granted? 
Now with all these special signs of God's blessing upon Israel, you and I might wonder, "what were they 

worried about?" Why does this repeat seven times, “May the LORD…” or “May He…”? What did Israel 

have to be worried about? Horses and chariots and armies, that's what. In one famous war with the 
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Philistines, Israel was going up against 30,000 chariots and 6,000 mounted soldiers, and a vast infantry 

(1 Sam 13:5). After David was anointed King of all Israel, he still faced threats all around them. Here’s a 

brief history of David’s career as King of Israel from 2 Sam 5f: the Philistines kept attacking, and even 

hunted for David personally (2 Sam 5:17-25). David defended Israel and began to grow strong. Then he 

wanted to build a proper Temple for God but God said no, and made a covenant with David that his 

"throne shall be established forever" (2 Sam 7:16). So again David defended Israel from her enemies--

finally subduing the Philistines, and then Moab, and then the kingdoms of Syria, and also of Edom, 

Ammon, and Amalek (2 Sam 8:1-12). Then some of those conquered kingdoms rose up against David 

again, and he had to go to war and defeat them again--the Ammonites and Syrians when they joined 

forces. But David won again, against 700 chariots and 40,000 horsemen from Syria alone (2 Sam 11:18). 

Then David committed adultery with Bathsheba, and had her husband killed to cover it up (2 Sam 11), 

he became depressed but had to go to war again with the Ammonites (2 Sam 12:26-31). One of his sons 

raped one of his daughters, and another son began plotting a coup which turned into a civil war (2 Sam 

13-19). Then the Philistines attacked again, and David had to defeat them--again (2 Sam 21:15-17), and 

then when he was getting too old for fighting, he had to send his army to war against the Philistines yet 

again (2 Sam 21:18), and again (2 Sam 21:19), and again (2 Sam 21:20). That’s a lot of chariots and 

horses. But at the end of his life, looking back on all the times God had helped him protect Israel, David 

wrote the words of Psalm 18 [read vv2-3]. No wonder David prayed.  

Why didn’t David take God’s help for granted? 
Because David wasn’t a good enough king. Neither was George (let’s not even mention Edward), neither 

was the other George, neither is Elizabeth, and neither will Charles be. David knew he wasn’t King 

enough for Israel. In lots of the psalms written by this poet-king of Israel, David knew the Spirit of God 

was prophesying through him (1 Pe 1:10-11) about a great High King to be the channel of blessing that 

not only Israel, but David needed—that the whole world needed. David knew he would not live to see 

the true Anointed, the true and perfect Messiah (God had told David he was going to die before most of 

God’s promises to him would be fulfilled, 2 Sam 7:12ff). But David knew He was going to come one day. 

And here’s something I want you to notice: God made that promise to David in 2 Sam 7. But David’s 

greatest failures happen later. David wasn’t so different from you and me: just hearing God’s promise 

doesn’t keep us from sin. But it also shows that God remains faithful when we are not. No wonder David 

prayed. Great poets know about failure and sorrow. But the greatest poets still dare to hope, and David 

hopes before he knows (v6). “NOW I know!” Look at how Psalm 20 reveals a pattern of prayer, of hope, 

and of blessing for the people who pray for their king: 

1. The King goes to prayer (v1) [and the people pray for him while he’s praying!] 
2. The King goes to the Tabernacle (v2) [and the people pray while he’s worshiping!] 
3. The King goes to the altar (v3) selah! [and the people pray while he’s asking forgiveness!] 
4. The King goes to war (vv4-5) [and the people pray while he’s fighting!] 
5. The King goes to God alone (v6) [and the people see his hope!] 
6. The nation goes to prayer (vv 7-9) [and the people hope in God!] 

Take note of the shift to what “we” believe about God! They believed because David believed God had 

saved him. Their prayer in verse 5 was answered, their faith was firmly in God in verse 7. But what 

would have happened if things had turned out differently for David? Now with all this in mind, I want to 

show you that the real crisis facing David in this psalm was only secondarily about defending Israel from 

foreign armies. The primary crisis facing David is why he went to worship and offer a sacrifice to God in 
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the Sanctuary in the first place: the crisis was whether God would forgive him for his sin. What did the 

people pray? [read v3] 

The word for "regard with favor" in verse 3 literally means "to consider it as fat".iii Putting aside for a 

moment our society's obsession with fitness, in the ancient world when you had to grow whatever you 

ate, which person would be thought of as prosperous, the skinny guy or the fat guy? The fat guy. If you 

were raising sheep, would it take more resources to raise skinny sheep or fat sheep? Fat sheep. So if you 

came to God with a sheep to sacrifice, do you think God would be more pleased if you brought Him your 

skinniest, cheapest sheep, or your fattest, most costly sheep? Your fattest sheep (this was Cain’s error!). 

Before grocery stores and refrigerators, fat was a sign of health. When sacrificing an animal to God, fat 

was supposed to symbolize confessing of sin and a plea for mercy: “all my wealth, my best deeds are not 

enough to atone for my sins; so God please accept the fat of this sacrifice in my place, and forgive me, 

love me, and give me what I don’t deserve—let me live in your presence forevermore!” 

This is the pivotal question in this psalm--that in the Day of Trouble, with the whole country depending 

on David, would God regard David's sacrifices as "fat"--as acceptable and pleasing in His sight? How 

could God forgive David's unfaithfulness, the many wives he took, the other man's wife he stole, the 

way he neglected his children? Would God give David a pass for all those failures, those transgressions, 

on account of the people depending on David? No God would not. If God excused sin God would not be 

holy. If God is not holy, God might not be faithful and good. And if God might not be faithful and good, 

even His promises would be useless, hope would be lost. But God is holy. God would not excuse or 

ignore David’s sins, or Israel’s, or ours. The Good News is this Royal Psalm is not only about David: it’s 

also about another Anointed One, another Messiah, David’s greatest heir—the one who will sit forever 

on the throne God promised David in 2 Sam 7 even before David failed. This is about Jesus Christ, Yeshua 

the Messiah, the Holy One of Israel. Look at this as a pattern now in Psalm 20 regarding Jesus. 

Jesus also went to prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane the night he was arrested. Jesus also went to 

Zion. Jesus also went to the altar, and climbed up onto its bloodstained grate and offered Himself as the 

final sacrifice for sin. Wait a minute! What happened on that cross? “Abba Father, all things are possible 

for you. Remove this cup from me. Yet not what I will but what you will.” (Mar 14:36) God did hear His 

Son's prayer. God did regard Christ's offering and sacrifice with favour. And yet, "Jesus had His beloved 

Father turn His face away from Him in the hour He needed Him most."iv God did not give David a pass or 

excuse David’s sin: God laid David’s sin on David’s Son. God rescued King David through David’s High 

King. Unlike David, Jesus did not need an offering for His own sin. “For our sake he made him to be sin 

who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor. 5:21 ESV)  

Why Didn’t God Answer Jesus’ Prayer? 
The short answer is, “He did”. But not by saving Jesus from the Day of Trouble. Instead, He saved Jesus 

through the Day of Trouble He didn’t deserve so that He could save us from the Hell we do deserve. 

[read v6] The Gospel of Matthew records how God saved Jesus through Death: [read Mat 28:1-2, 5-6]. 

Oh church, shout for joy over His salvation, and in the name of our God raise your banner! (v5) Finally, 

Jesus also has gone to war. Again and again for the sake of His bride, His people. The whole Book of 

Revelation reveals His militant power, victory, and sovereign rule. In His victory we find our salvation. 

Charles Wesley got it right! 

He left His Father's throne above 
So free so infinite His grace 

No condemnation now I dread 
Jesus and all in Him is mine 
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Emptied Himself of all but love 
And bled for Adam's helpless race 
'Tis mercy all immense and free 
For O my God it found out me 

Alive in Him my living Head 
And clothed in righteousness divine 
Bold I approach th'eternal throne 
And claim the crown through Christ my ownv 

[read v7] There’s a word here in verse 7 that doesn’t translate well from Hebrew. In the ESV it’s “but we 

trust in the name of the LORD our God”. The same Hebrew word is in Isaiah 26:13 where the ESV 

translates it that time as “bring to remembrance”. See it’s not enough to just say we “trust” in the name 

of Yahweh. We need to “bring to remembrance” who God is. His “name” is about how and what He has 

revealed about Himself to us. His reputation is His name. His faithfulness, His goodness, His justice, and 

mercy, and wisdom, and grace. Whenever we bring to mind how God has proven Himself—when we 

“bring to remembrance the name of Yahweh our God” (v7), we have to bring to remembrance our 

Messiah, the Christ of God, the Son of David, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, our Lord Jesus, who, on 

the night when he was betrayed, said, “This is my body which is broken for you… this is the new 

covenant in my blood… Do this in remembrance of me” (Lk 22:19; 1 Co 11:24, 25). “Some trust in 

chariots and some in horses, but we bring to remembrance the name of Yahweh Our God, the Lord 

Jesus Christ.” It is in His name that we pray. It is His flag we must fly. 

i ESV Study Bible notes, “Introduction to Psalms: Literary Features”. 
ii The year was 1921 [https://www.christianity.ca/page.aspx?pid=12262]. Accessed September 1, 2018. 
iii Holladay, "#1912" 
iv Greear, J.D.. Gospel: Recovering the Power that Made Christianity Revolutionary (p. 124). B&H 
Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
v CCLI Song # 25280. Charles Wesley | Thomas Campbell. © Words: Public Domain. Music: Public Domain 

                                                           


