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Scripture:  Psalm 51 

Our Thursday morning Bible study group is reading through the Old Testament.  

We’ve read through several books of the New Testament, too, but for the last year or so  

we’ve read (out loud) Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, 

Judges, Ruth, and first and second Samuel.  We’re now well into first Kings.  Reading 

through the Bible this way is extremely valuable for me as a minister.  In seminary, we 

hit the highlights of these books, but didn’t have the time to read them through and 

study them in detail the way we’re doing now.  It’s fascinating, and we have a good 

time.  I invite anyone who’s interested to join us! 

I’d like to talk today about one of the great characters whose exploits we Bible-studiers 

delved into recently – King David.  The story and importance of David in Judaism and 

Christianity cannot be overstated.   Although he turns out to be a flawed human being, 

it is his reign that is considered the golden age in the history of Israel.  The era to which 

everyone longs to return.  The city of Jerusalem, which he conquered and claimed, was 

known once and forever as the City of David.  The writers of Matthew, Mark and Luke 

take great pains to make it very clear that the legitimacy of Jesus as messiah begins with 

the fact that he is a descendant of David.  Jesus is referred to as the “son” of David 36 

times in those three Gospels.   When Jesus enters Jerusalem on the day we celebrate as 

Palm Sunday, the crowd shouts with great excitement, “Blessed be the kingdom of our 

father David that is coming!”  They expected Jesus to be a reincarnation of David, the 

warrior king.  He didn’t meet those expectations, but that’s another story. 

So, who is this David, who casts such a long shadow over the history of Judaism and 

Christianity?  What do you remember about him?  Most of us know that there’s a 

famous statue of him by Michelangelo in Florence and most of us remember that this 

sculpture portrays him as naked, armed only with the sling he used to slay the giant 

Goliath.  We all know the story of David and Goliath, right?   Do you remember that 

King Saul tried to talk David the shepherd boy out of challenging the ferocious giant?  
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But David’s faith in God’s help convinced Saul to let David go.  Saul offered David his 

own armor for the battle and David tried it on, but after trying to walk, he said, “I 

cannot go with these; for I am not used to them.”  So off he went, a youth, described in 

the Bible as “ruddy, and had beautiful eyes and was handsome.” (1 Sam 16:12).  Off he 

went with his sling and five smooth stones and his faith in God, and he killed the giant.  

He lives forever in Western culture as the one who proved that God is on the side of 

small and powerless, not well-armed might.  Who knows how many courageous 

upstarts have taken inspiration from the tale of David and Goliath, and gone forth to 

fight the unbeatable foe?  

That’s just the beginning of David’s brilliant career.  The Old Testament gives a lot of 

ink to David and his story – his struggles with King Saul; his military victories; his 

unification of the warring tribes of Israel; his leading the triumphal procession into the 

conquered city of Jerusalem; entering the city dancing before the ark of the covenant; 

God’s dwelling place, as they move it to its permanent home.  The rebellion against him 

by his son Absalom, the death of Absalom.  There are many stories.  His life story is, 

along with Moses and Jesus, the most detailed in the Bible. 

Of all the episodes from David’s life, the one I’d like to retell today is of David, 

Bathsheba and Nathan.  Maybe you know it well.  If you do, I hope you don’t mind 

hearing it again.  I’m going to read a version of the story as told by Thomas Cahill, in 

his book The Gifts of the Jews: How a Tribe of Desert Nomads Changed the Way Everyone 

Thinks and Feels:   

David “is pacing back and forth on the palace roof (in Jerusalem) when he sees a 

woman bathing, and ‘the woman was very beautiful.’  He makes inquiries and learns 

that she is Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite, a member of the king’s guard, just 

now off campaigning against the Ammonites.  David sends for Bathsheba.  Then, in 

terse recital, the chronicler tells us: ‘She came to him, and he lay with her. . . She then 

went home again.  The woman conceived and sent word to David, “I am pregnant.” ‘ In 

short order, David arranged to have Uriah sent to the front lines of the battle and for the 

rest of the men to fall back, so that Uriah is killed.  The moment Bathsheba’s mourning 

is over, David sends for her: (The Bible says) ‘She became his wife and bore him a son.  

But what David had done displeased God.” 
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Enter the prophet Nathan to tell the king this story: 

 ‘There were two men in a certain city, one rich and the other poor.  The rich man had 

very many flocks and herds;  but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, 

which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him and with his children; 

it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup, and lie in his bosom, and it 

was like a daughter to him.  When a traveler came to stay, the rich man would not take 

anything from his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him. 

Instead, he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to 

him.’  

"Hearing this (story), David flew into a ‘great rage,’ demanding to know who the man 

was who did this ‘thing without pity.’  Nathan said, ‘You are the man. . . Why have you 

despised the word of the LORD, to do what is evil in his sight? You have struck down 

Uriah the Hittite with the sword, and have taken his wife to be your wife, and have 

killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. 10Now therefore the sword shall never 

depart from your house, for you have despised me, and have taken the wife of Uriah 

the Hittite to be your wife.’" 

Cahill continues: “One can only cringe before the accusation, which is exactly what 

David does.  ‘I have sinned against God,’ he admits immediately. . . David’s grief for his 

sins is as genuine as any in the long history of contrition.” 

 Thomas Cahill writes that some of the Psalms were undoubtedly written in the 10th 

century BCE by David himself, so when we hear the plaintive words from Psalm 51, 

which Kathy read for us a few minutes ago, we can well imagine these words being 

written out of true remorse.  Let’s hear it again: 

(By the way, the caption at the beginning of this psalm is) 

A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

 Have mercy on me, O God, 

   according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy 

   blot out my transgressions.  

 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 

   and cleanse me from my sin.  

 For I know my transgressions, 

   and my sin is ever before me.  
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 Against you, you alone, have I sinned, 

   and done what is evil in your sight, 

so that you are justified in your sentence 

   and blameless when you pass judgment.  

Create in me a clean heart, O God, 

   and put a new and right spirit within me.  

 Do not cast me away from your presence, 

   and do not take your holy spirit from me.  

 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 

   and sustain in me a willing spirit. 

  

Surely these are the words of a deeply repentant man. 

David the king achieved an unparalleled greatness in the history of Israel, and he was a 

fallible human being, like you and me.  So it is with all heroes, kings and saints.  Every 

single one.  They’re just like us.  And all of us need, from time to time, to stand humbly 

and honestly before God to confess our brokenness – the ways we have wounded our 

own lives, the lives of others and the life of the world – the deeds we  have done, large 

and small, which have turned us away from God.  And we need to turn back around, as 

David did, and say, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit 

within me.”  And will God do that for you?  Will God create in you a clean heart?  

 Here’s the secret.  If you can offer that prayer with all sincerity, it’s already done.    

   


