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HONEST TO GOD - A PSALM OF CONFESSION (PSALM 51)
FEBRUARY 12, 2023

As you begin your group, take time to look back and answer the following questions:

How did God’s Word speak to you this week?
Where do you see God at work in your life?

When we do something wrong, we can be quick to give excuses or find someone to blame. While we might be less 
forgiving to someone who offends us or makes a mistake, we often give ourselves a pass when it comes to our own 
wrongdoing. “My boss is such a jerk.” “If you had to put up with her nagging…” “My kids are driving me crazy.” “The 
traffic was terrible this morning. That’s why I’m so mad.”

Our biggest problem in life doesn’t exist outside us but inside us. Sin infects our hearts with a terrible condition—
pride. It is pride that justifies our sin and makes excuses. That blames people and circumstances. That dismisses our 
ingratitude, selfishness, envy, resentment, anger, lack of self-control, etc.

Here’s how Paul David Tripp explains our biggest problem and our greatest need:

Sin is a matter of the heart before it is ever an issue of our behavior. This means that your and my biggest 
problem in life exists inside us and not outside us. It’s the evil inside me that connects me to the evil outside 
me. So I must confess that I am my greatest problem. And if I confess this, I am saying that I don’t so much 
need to be rescued from people, locations, and situations. I am in desperate need of the grace that is alone 
able to rescue me from me. I can escape situations and relationships, but I have no power to escape me.1

Briefly share about a time when someone showed you grace for something you did. How did it feel to receive 
grace from that person?

David wrote Psalm 51 at one of the lowest points in his life. He had just been confronted by the prophet Nathan who 
exposed the king’s many sins. David had committed adultery with Bathsheba and, to make a bad situation worse, 
arranged for the murder of her husband, Uriah the Hittite, to cover up his sin (2 Samuel 11:1–12:31).
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The psalm is deeply personal as David honestly confesses his sin before the Lord. He is transparent about his sin and he 
knows that only God’s grace can remedy the problem of his sinful heart. That’s why David pleads for mercy, forgiveness, 
and cleansing. He holds fast to the belief that the greatest sacrifice he can offer the Lord in response to his sin is a broken 
and contrite heart.

Read Psalm 51 as a group. Make observations about the passage by answering questions like these: 

• What do you see? What do you find interesting or insightful? What’s something new you learned or hadn’t 
seen before?

• What is the author’s main point? How does he make it?
• What lesson am I meant to learn from this passage (or story)?

Next, ask what this passage says about God, humans, and yourself.

• What does this passage say about God? What does it say about His character and activity in our lives and in 
the world?

• What does this passage say about us? What does it reveal about human nature? (Everyone is made in the 
image of God but is also affected by sin.)

• What does this passage say about you? How does it directly apply to your identity, worth, and purpose in life?

David did more than simply confess his sins to God in Psalm 51. He pleaded with God for something that we all need 
to experience—for real and lasting change and something only God can create: a new heart. David believed God was 
able to do this and today we see how Jesus did that for us. God the Father sent His Son to take our place and suffer the 
punishment for sin we deserved so that we might be forgiven and receive a new heart. Remarkably, this was something 
long ago promised by God through the prophet Ezekiel:

I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you 
a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my 
laws. 
     Ezekiel 36:26-27 (NIV)

If the heart is our biggest problem, then our only real hope is God’s grace to change the heart. Like David, we can confess 
our sins to God. We can be honest with Him and others about where we fall short and where we’ve messed up in life. We 
can also look to God as the only One who can change us with His mercy, forgiveness, and cleansing.

Spend a few moments in silent prayer with the Father. Ask Him to reveal any areas in your life where you need to 
take the key step of confession.

What do you stand to benefit from confessing your sin to God and others?

What lies might the enemy tell you to dissuade you from confessing your sin and seeking God’s grace? Where 
might you find encouragement to confess your sin?

How would you be different if you lived out the belief that sin is your biggest problem and God’s grace is your 
greatest need?

SHARE
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Think of someone who needs to hear that God wants to give us true peace and rest. How could you share this 
truth with them?

Think of someone who needs to hear that God wants to give us true peace and rest. How could you share this 
truth with them?

As we prepare to leave group tonight, we desire to step out and live a Jesus-centered life and submit to the Spirit (Ro-
mans 8:6-8). Take time to reflect on this past week and set intentions for next week by answering the following ques-
tions:

How have you fed your spirit this week? 
What are ways you drifted to feeding your flesh?

Take a few moments to pray for each other and for God’s continued growth in those areas.

PRAY
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PSALM 51 OVERVIEW

Few psalms have found as much use as this one among the saints of all ages, a fact which bears witness to the spiritual 
needs of God’s people. Psalm 51 stands as a paradigm of prayers for forgiveness of sins. Its superscription ascribes the 
occasion to David’s sin of adultery with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11), an incident in which David broke several of the Ten Com-
mandments. Believers have been comforted by the fact that since David’s sins were forgiven theirs can be too.

Poetry often develops the intensity of a moment. Such a moment with David came when he, having been confronted 
with his sin, confessed it (2 Sam. 12:13a). Because this psalm deals only with confession and has no word of the for-
giveness (which did follow immediately in the historical narrative, 2 Sam. 12:13b), this psalm must be understood as 
a full meditation on the importance of confession. After a believer sins, he must obtain forgiveness if he is to enjoy full 
participation in the service of the Lord.

The message of this psalm is that the vilest offender among God’s people can appeal to God for forgiveness, for moral 
restoration, and for the resumption of a joyful life of fellowship and service, if he comes with a broken spirit and bases his 
appeal on God’s compassion and grace.2

PSALM 51:1-5

Through Nathan’s words the enormity of his crimes has dawned on David and conviction of sin has struck every part of 
his being.

(1) His emotions (v. 1a). Here is a man stripped of all but God’s mercy … love … and compassion. He is coming to God 
‘without one plea but’ his reputation for sparing those who confess their utter demerit and rely on God’s mercy. From this 
he moves up a rung to his unfailing or covenant love, pledged to him as one of that nation to whom God had covenanted 
himself (Gen. 17:7). Then up another rung to his compassion, for God’s love is not merely one of promise and oath but of 
a heart which yearns to be reconciled to those who have turned from him.

(2) His mind (vv. 1b–2). He sees that neither his feelings of sorrow, nor even God’s feelings of compassion to him are 
enough. There is an offence standing in the way, which he calls transgression (for he has broken God’s holy laws) and 
iniquity (for he has acted unjustly and unfairly both to the woman and her husband). The three imperative verbs ask 
for the total removal of this: that God should blot (it) out of his record, wash (it) away from David so that it would leave 
no stain on his character, and he can be declared clean, the word used by the priest of the leper whose infection has 
disappeared (Lev. 13:6, 34).

(3) His conscience (vv. 3–4). Verse 3 describes a man in torment (described even more vividly in 32:3–4). He says I know 
because God has opened his mind through Nathan, and having seen his sin he cannot take his eyes off it, it is always 
before me, as it were ‘driving me mad’! The absolute sincerity of this, the proof that it is more than mere remorse, is in 
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verse 4. He is not denying he has sinned against the woman and her husband, but recognising that they cannot punish 
him as he deserves—only God can do that. Whatever God’s verdict on him turns out to be, it will be right … justified. David 
is preparing himself to lose his throne, perhaps even his life. In the end it was only the child he lost, he himself was spared.

(4) His will. Verse 5 is not David making excuses and blaming his parents or God for a faulty gene. In fact he is doing the 
reverse: accepting full responsibility; the sins are his own and come from his own nature.

PSALM 51:7-12

The prayer for restoration consists of prayers for (1) God’s forgiveness (vv. 7, 9), (2) renewal of joy (v. 8), and (3) a heart 
of wisdom and full restoration to divine favor (vv. 10–12).

First the psalmist asks for God’s forgiveness (vv. 7, 9). The forgiveness must meet the greatness of the psalmist’s need. 
He is sinful through and through. In the prayer for forgiveness, the author employs two verbs, used in vv. 1–2, in reverse 
order: “wash” (v. 7) and “blot out” (v. 9). In these verses, the psalmist goes beyond the prayer for forgiveness (vv. 1–2). 
He prays that the Lord, like a priest, may cleanse him from his defilement. The unclean, such as lepers, used to present 
themselves before the priest on the occasion of their purification. The priest, being satisfied that the unclean person 
had met the requirements for purification, would take a bunch of “hyssop” and sprinkle the person with water in the 
symbolic act of ritual cleansing. Here the psalmist petitions the Lord to be his priest by taking the hyssop and declaring 
him cleansed from all sin.

With God’s forgiveness and cleansing (v. 7) comes newness of life. The metaphor “whiter than snow” applied to clean 
garments and, by extension, signified forgiveness, cleansing, and newness (cf. Isa 1:18; Rev 3:4–5; 4:4). Renewal begins 
with the Lord, who alone can blot out sin, the guilt of sin, and any reminder of sin (v. 9; cf. 32:1; 90:8; 103:3, 10–12; Mic 
7:18–19).

Second, the psalmist prays for restoration of joy (v. 8). Joy is the result of God’s work in people (cf. Isa 65:17–18). Even 
as God’s displeasure with sin brings judgment, metaphorically described as broken bones (v. 8, cf. 32:3; 42:10), so his 
pleasure brings joy of heart (vv. 8, 12). The joy is more than an emotional expression—it is a contented resting in God. The 
security of having been reconciled with the Lord and of having peace with him (cf. Ro 5:1) is of the greatest import. This 
joy is hence known as “the joy of your salvation [yēšaʿ]” (v. 12; cf. 9:14; 13:5; 35:9).

Third, the psalmist asks for a heart of wisdom. Forgiveness and cleansing are prerequisites for communion with God. 
Wisdom maintains communion. That the sin of which the psalmist has spoken (vv. 3–6) clings to his inner parts shows 
that people cannot respond in “truth” (fidelity) and wisdom unless God gives it (v. 6). So the psalmist renews his prayer 
for divine wisdom and sustenance (vv. 10–13). This involves a radical transformation, expressed by the verbs “create” 
and “renew” (v. 10). Communion with God and morality are not natural gifts but supernaturally endowed graces (cf. Jer 
24:7; 31:33; 32:39; Eze 11:19; 18:31; 36:26; 2 Co 5:17; Gal 6:15; Eph 2:10; 4:24). Isaiah uses this language to denote the 
world of restoration from sin, judgment, and the vexations of life under the condemnation of God (Isa 65:17–18).

In a spirit of true contrition, the psalmist prays for a “pure heart,” a “steadfast spirit” (v. 10; cf. 57:7; 112:7), the “Holy Spirit” 
(v. 11), and a “willing spirit” (v. 12; cf. Ex 35:5, 22). Without internal renewal (cf. Pr 4:23), the psalmist fears the possibility 
of divine rejection, as happened with Saul (cf. 1 Sa 16:14). These verses say little about the doctrine of the Holy Spirit in 
the OT but much about the necessity of spiritual renewal. Spiritual renewal always leads to godliness and wisdom (cf. Dt 
5:29; 30:6; Isa 59:21; Jer 31:33–34; Eze 36:26–27). While the OT saints knew about regeneration and spiritual renewal, 
the assurance of the benefits of the covenant were conferred by the symbol of sacrifice (see v. 17). The OT saints had 
not yet received the fuller assurance of forgiveness and spiritual renewal granted to us in the revelation of Jesus, the 
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Perfect Sacrifice (Heb 10:1–18).

PSALM 51:13-17

David promised God that if He forgave him he would participate fully in His service. The requests in these verses are for 
things that result from forgiveness, and so they form indirect requests for forgiveness.

First, David said that if God forgave him, he would teach … sinners God’s ways (i.e., how He deals with penitent sinners). 
Naturally, to be able to teach this he himself must first experience forgiveness.

Second, David said if God forgave him, he would sing and praise God. Only when delivered from his bloodguiltiness 
could he join in praising God.

Third, David promised that if God forgave his sins he would sacrifice to God. He knew that God did not desire simply an 
animal sacrifice from him (cf. 40:6). He needed to find forgiveness before he could sacrifice a peace offering to God. 
The sacrifice he had to bring was a broken and contrite (crushed) heart—a humbled spirit fully penitent for sin. That 
is what God desires and will receive.

In the Old Testament, anyone who sinned as David did had to receive a word from a priest or prophet indicating he 
was forgiven. Only then could the penitent person again take part in worship and make a peace offering. In the New 
Testament the word of forgiveness is forever written in God’s Word—the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses from sin (1 John 
1:7). Yet even in the New Testament a believer must have a spirit broken of all self-assertion; he must acknowledge his 
need before God to find spiritual renewal and cleansing (1 John 1:9).

PSALM 51:18-19

The psalm closes by enabling worshipers to see the relationship between their own spiritual health and the well-being 
of the whole body of God’s people (Zion). That is, each member is linked to all the others in a web of relationships, and 
together they share in the life of God as it pulses through the whole body. Thus each member contributes to (or else 
detracts from) the health of the whole. The ideal Israel is a community of forgiven penitents, faithfully embracing God’s 
covenant and worshiping him according to the rites he appointed; this is the community that can bring light to the whole 
world.6

GOD’S REDEMPTIVE RESPONSE TO SIN

The fundamental effect of sin is alienation between God and the person or society that sins (Isa. 59:2). For this reason, 
reconciliation between God and humanity is the heart of what is accomplished in God’s salvation of mankind. Because 
God is the one against whom sin is directed, he must also be—and is—the one to respond by initiating the process of 

END NOTES

4. Willem A. VanGemeren, “Psalms,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Psalms (Revised Edition), ed. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2008), 437–438.

5. Allen P. Ross, “Psalms,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 
1985), 833.

6. C. John Collins, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 1001.
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reconciliation. Indeed, only God can make provision for reconciliation, but a human response to God’s actions toward 
reconciliation is required. This is true with regard to the sacrificial system of the Old Testament as well as to human faith 
in Christ that answers to the reconciliation God has brought about through Christ.

Part of the process of God’s redemptive response and defeat of sin is his taking on the responsibility of guaranteeing 
that his people will live no longer in sinful patterns but will live, rather, according to his will (Jer. 31:33–34; Ezek. 11:19–20; 
36:26–27).

The eschaton will bring the final defeat of sin. Sinners who do not participate in God’s redemption will be judged and 
punished, and their sinfulness will be excluded from the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21:8). God’s people will experience a 
complete release from the sin that has until then remained in their lives (1 John 3:2).7
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