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Introduction 

There are several psalms that mention penitence for sins and the forgiveness of God1, but 
Psalm 51 is unique in being in its entirety a prayer for forgiveness.  Although you might think 
that 19 verses of penitence might be a bit heavy, there are some really good lessons for us here 
that can help us understand what penitence is all about. In particular, there are some great 
messages about the way God can bring restoration and joy out of failure. 

Unlike many psalms, there is a clear train of argument that runs through Psalm 51, and so I 
think the best way to preach on it is to go through the different sections of the prayer from the 
beginning to the end.  

The title of the psalm, which is part of the Hebrew text, mentions an incident in the life of King 
David – his repentance after he is challenged about his adultery with Bathsheba and his murder 
of her husband Uriah2. There are several other psalms which start with a title linking them to 
the life of David, but scholars think they were added some time after the psalms were originally 
composed, partly because the content of the psalm doesn’t quite fit the incident in the title.  In 
the case of Psalm 51, most of the psalm would fit the Bathsheba story pretty well, but there is 
one phrase that for me really jars: in verse 4 the writer says “Against you, you only, have I 
sinned and done what is evil in your sight”, and I can’t help saying, what about Bathsheba who 
was coerced into having sex with a powerful man, or her husband Uriah, who was tricked into 
carrying his own death warrant and killed to cover up the shame of David’s adultery.  So if the 
poem is about this incident, then to my mind the failure to acknowledge the sin against others 
undermines what seems otherwise to be a very genuine act of repentance. There is nothing 
about the words of the psalm itself which refers to any specific incident in the story of David, 
and the value for us, and for all those who’ve used this psalm in their prayers or in corporate 
worship, is the fact that the words of the psalm can be used by anyone who is seeking God’s 
forgiveness. Though I’d like to add the comment that most sins aren’t just against God. 

A plea for mercy 

So let’s look at the psalm itself.  Verses 1-2 are an appeal for mercy, and for the writer’s sins to 
be blotted out and washed away, a request to be cleansed from his sins (for simplicity I’ll use 
masculine pronouns).  But did you notice the basis on which the appeal is made?  

according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion 

When we come to confess our sins, we come to a God who is gracious and loving3, and so we 
can, in the words of the letter to the Hebrews, “draw near to God with a sincere heart in full 
assurance of faith”4, because Jesus our great High Priest has made a sacrifice of atonement for 
us.5   

An acknowledgement of fault 

 
1 Psalms 6, 32, 38, 102, 130, 143  
2 2 Samuel 11:1-12:25 
3 See also Psalm 103:10-13 
4 Hebrews 10:22 
5 See also 1 John 2:1-2 



In verses 3 to 6, the psalmist it completely up-front about his sins. He doesn’t try to hide them 
from God, or make excuses.  I’m sure we all know how to tell if an apology is genuine. Apologies 
that go “I’m sorry if you felt that way”, or “I know I shouldn’t have said that, but…” aren’t taking 
full responsibility for one’s actions.  As the psalmist says, God desires truth in the inner parts 
(verse 6).  God’s judgement is perfect, so it’s no good trying to shift the blame onto God.  

It's worth making a comment about verse 5. It’s a verse that chimes with the doctrine of 
Original Sin – the idea that every human being sins and tends to go astray from God’s ways.  
But let’s not forget that we are made in the image of God, and however marred that image 
might become through our unwillingness to obey God, he still loves us. 

Restoration 

The next few verses, 7 to 15 are a prayer for a new start – for God to cleanse us and give us a 
fresh start (7), with our sins blotted out and forgotten (9), as God creates in us a pure heart and 
a willing spirit (10,12).  The result will be that we experience “the joy of your salvation” (12), 
and sing of God’s righteousness (14)  As the hymn writer puts it,  

Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven,  
who like me his praise should sing? 

Jesus didn’t die on the Cross just to forgive our sins, but to give us new life. As St Paul wrote,  

And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for 
them and was raised again. (2 Corinthians 5:15) 

One of the fruits of being restored by God is that we can humbly guide others who have gone 
astray back to God (13). 

True sacrifices 

The Psalmist concludes with some words about what God is looking for in a person who seeks 
forgiveness.  It’s not sacrifices offered in the temple, or in our case the promise of somehow 
paying God back for our sins by doing good deeds.  The New Testament makes it clear that we 
cannot get back into God’s good books by, as it were, doing enough good deeds to cancel out 
the bad deeds we have done.  God looks on the heart, and he recognises the heart that is 
“broken and contrite” (17). As Christians, we know that God’s amazing grace, which forgives us 
freely and generously, has been made possible because Jesus offered himself as a sacrifice for 
the sins of the whole world, once for all6.   

Most likely the original version of the psalm ended at verse 17. It is, to all intents and purposes, 
a prayer of an individual. But like many other psalms that were originally poems about an 
individual’s experience, Psalm 51 must have appealed also to the collective sense of guilt, 
especially as the Jewish people started to come to terms with being taken into exile in Babylon 
after the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple by Nebuchadnezzar.  And so verses 18 and 19 
look for God’s help in making the restoration of the nation possible, in the rebuilding of 
Jerusalem and its temple, so that animal sacrifices could again be offered and worship restored. 

We need to acknowledge that our individual guilt is often part of a corporate guilt which we 
share with others we are associated with, whether in a family group, workplace or church, or as 
a nation or as the human race.  As human beings we are part of a complex network of 
relationships, so that in our shopping, in our modes of transport and in our political allegiances 
we can share responsibility for the harm inflicted on those who are exploited for their labour, 
on the other creatures with whom we share this planet, and on the natural world itself. 

Conclusion 

 
6 Hebrews 9:12, Romans 5:15, 6:23, 1 Peter 3:18 



People outside the church sometimes think that Christianity is about making people feel guilty 
and restricting individual freedoms.  But this Psalm, with its hopeful message about restoration 
and being washed clean of guilt, shows that the path to true freedom and happiness lies in 
acknowledging our inadequacies and faults in the light of the total acceptance and 
unconditional love of God.  Today, Ash Wednesday, we receive the sign of the cross in ash on 
our foreheads, a symbol both of the frailness of our humanity and of the grace of Christ, whose 
death on the cross bought our forgiveness and restoration. 

 


