
Psalm 21

“The King and his Pretenders”

My Translation

OPENING FRAME OF THE PSALMIST

1 Why are the nations stirring and the peoples murmuring in their
   futility? 2 The kings of the earth take their stand and the princes join
   as one against Yahweh and against his anointed, saying,

THE FUTILE BOAST OF THE NATIONS

3 “Let us tear their fetters into pieces and throw away their binding
   cords.”2

YAHWEH’S REACTION TO THE NATIONS’ DEFIANCE

 4 He who holds court in heaven mockingly laughs. ’adonay
    himself derides them. 5 When he utters his words in anger, he
    will terrify them with the intensity of his wrath:

YAHWEH’S DECLARATION

6 “It is I who have installed my king on Zion, my holy mountain.”

THE DAVIDIC KING’S ANNOUNCEMENT OF YAHWEH’S DECREE

 7 “I will proclaim Yahweh’s decree—he said to me,

    ‘You are my son; this very day I have sired you.  8 Ask me,
     and I will stipulate the nations for your inheritance and for your
     possession, the ends of the earth.  9 You will shatter them3 with a rod
     of iron; you will smash them as though they were wares of a potter’.”
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___________________________

1Note the following quotations from Ps 2 in the New Testament; Ps 2:1-2 in Acts 4:25-26 and Ps 2:8-9 at 
Rev 2:26-27.

2For “cords of love” cf. Hosea 11:4a. In both texts, the allusion is to cords of discipline and guidance. Cf. 
also similar wording at Jer 5:5.

3The root of this verb is rā‘a = “to shatter”; however, it sounds like and is spelled similarly to the root 
rā‘â = “to shepherd” (i.e. “to rule”). This is a deliberate double entendre. He who smashes the nations also 
shepherds or rules the nations.



CLOSING FRAME OF THE PSALMIST

 10 So now, O kings, muster keen insight; be open to instruction, you
      ruling judges of the earth. 11 Serve Yahweh with reverential fear;
      celebrate with trembling. 12 Kiss the son! Otherwise he will be
      angry and you will perish where you stand; for his wrath may flare
      up in a moment. 

      Completely contented are all who take refuge in him. 

My Reflections4

This royal psalm imaginatively portrays the nations of the earth threatening to throw off 
the rule imposed upon them by Judah. In response, Yahweh first mocks their intent but then 
announces and puts forth his anointed to rule the world as his representative. Nations are called 
out by Yahweh for their insubordination and then called upon to render allegiance to the anointed 
“son” of Yahweh. 

Autonomy and its children, impertinence, impudence, and insubordination, are among the 
defining “Sirens” that seduce and beguile our present age. Whether we speak of nations, 
institutions, or of our individual selves, we have all too often become our own right and might; 
our own judge and jury; our own creator and savior. Sadly, in all of the scrambling, the 
commotion, and the jockeying for strategic positioning, nations, institutions, and hearts turn in 
every direction but upward for their orientation. 

This psalm5 declares that Yahweh and his “son” whom he has installed upon Mt. Zion 
have taken up the scepter of  rule over the world, its institutions, and its inhabitants. Furthermore, 
our psalmist adamantly and rightly affirms that such commotion and rebellion of the heart, mind, 
and will are futile in the face of Yahweh’s sovereignty.  Here, a major tension emerges which 
threatens the life of  faith. The events and times of our present era appear to contradict and defy 
such a declaration of divine sovereignty. What kind of sovereign rule is it that allows the freedom 
of impudence and the pretentions of autonomy? In answering, we note that God has made the 
world and rules it in such a way that nations, institutions, and individuals may ignore, defy, and 
even seek to undermine the rule of God both on the public stage of the world and in their personal 
lives. Yahweh’s reign is no less real because it is at times hidden from our mortal eyes and 
withheld from our embrace.

In the pluralistic cultures of our time, the touting of absolutes is held in high ridicule. Ours 
is a time of scenarios, options, and alternatatives only—each one as valid as, but no one more 
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___________________________

4My thoughts about Ps 2 are indebted in particular to J Clinton McCann, Jr.,  “Psalms,” in The New 
Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve Volumes, ed. Leander E. Keck  (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 4:688-
92.

5Other royal psalms are 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101, 110, and 144:1-11. For enthronement psalms, see 24, 29, 
96, and 97.



valid or more “true” than, any other. Ironically, yet predictably, in such a context options vaunt 
themselves up against and victimize their alternatives in serial “games” of power, ego, and vanity. 
Such gaming tactics and the basis for them are alien to the Kingdom of Heaven. God-granted 
freedom is no warrant or license for indifference or impudence. Self-serving freedom of the 
moment never manifests itself as the Right or the Good or the True.

Yahweh’s decree on behalf of his “son” is a defiant rejoinder against the insubordinate 
autonomy which his sovereignty permits to abound everywhere and at all times. His decree 
constitutes a warning of consequences for such intransigent impertinence. For the kings, princes, 
and judges of the earth, there is hardly time let alone sufficient will to become wise, to seek divine 
counsel and instruction, and to come under the yoke of discipline. Yet only in these “cords of 
divine love ”6 can one find refuge from folly and divine wrath. 

Yahweh’s decree marking the installation of the Davidic “son” continues to serve as a 
ground for hope in every time of dark oppression and cruel victimization. The arrogance of the 
autonomous and impudent is their own refuge. The righteous who acknowledge this God as the 
only King, also know him as the only source of refuge. Their (and our) hope is in the dawning of 
the fullness of the Day of the King and his “son” when the divine will does in fact finally and 
forever crowd out every alternative and thus fills the cosmic horizon. 

“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord 
and of his Anointed, and he will reign for ever and ever” (Rev 11:15)
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6For this phrase, cf. Hos 11:4a. Both there and in our psalm (v. 3 ) these refer to Yahweh’s means of 
discipline and guidance. For similar language cf. Jer 5:5.


