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The Right Response 
Psalm 51 

Intro 
 
Question that many Christians are asking during this pandemic. Where is God in this 
crisis? What is God doing in and through this crisis? What is God trying to communicate 
through this crisis? 
 
Had enough of Christian talking heads declaring they know the mind of the Lord - why 
are so many silly minded elevated as leaders and representatives - usual suspects take 
to the screen their supposedly informed takes on how this or that tragedy / crisis is 
God’s judgment on especially wicked people. 
 
Illustration: New Orleans - this is judgment for wickedness - sin everywhere - this is 
mercy as well 
 
Judgment? Yes. Mercy? Yes. Good for his people? Yes. Trials that produce 
endurance? Yes.  
 
You know who I want to listen to when it comes to thinking about how to process 
calamity. I’m wanting to listen to Jesus.  
 
[1] There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans 
whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. [2] And he answered them, 
“Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other 
Galileans, because they suffered in this way? [3] No, I tell you; but unless you 
repent, you will all likewise perish. [4] Or those eighteen on whom the tower in 
Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all 
the others who lived in Jerusalem? [5] No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you 
will all likewise perish.” (Luke 13:1-5) 
 
There are a million things that God is doing through crisis and calamity but one thing we 
can be certain of is that the right response to calamity and crisis is repentance.  
 
I am not saying that if you are suffering it is because of your sin. It may be there are 
consequences. Job suffered for being the most righteous man on the earth.  
 
Numbering our days, reminded of the brevity of life, see our lack of control - the right 
response is turning from sin and turning to God for mercy 
 
Our text models for us what repentance actually looks like 
 
God’s call to repent may sound initially harsh until we understand that it is the kindness 
and mercy of God to call us to repentance so that we can find fresh mercy and grace  
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Not saying that suffering is necessarily consequence of sin - can be - rather I’m saying 
that crisis and suffering reveals our need to press into the mercy of God  
 
We will work our way through this Psalm by first looking at David’s sin, then we will 
examine David’s repentance, and we will conclude by looking at David’s prayer for 
restoration 
 
I. David’s Sin  

A. We read of the story behind this Psalm in 2 Samuel 11+12 – let me summarize it 
for you 

 
1. King David is out for a walk and he sees a beautiful woman named 

Bathsheba bathing on the roof of the house next door. He sends for her, he 
has lays with her, and gets her pregnant 
 

2. David figures out a plan to cover his tracks - he sends for Bathsheba’s 
husband, Uriah. Uriah is a soldier who has been away at war and David 
brings him back and tells him to go ahead on home thinking that Uriah will of 
course enjoy some intimacy with Bathsheba, his wife, who he hasn’t seen for 
a while and David is off the hook for the pregnancy  
 

3. The plan backfires - Uriah decides that that because his friends are still at 
war and sleeping outside, he doesn’t deserve the comforts of home and he 
stays away from Bathsheba. 
 

4. Time for plan B – David sends him back to the war with orders to place him at 
the front of the battle line and that when the fighting gets hard, the rest of the 
soldiers should fall back, leaving Uriah alone to be killed. 
 

5. This plan works. David takes Uriah out of the picture and David thinks that he 
has gotten away with it all. He marries Bathsheba and they have the baby but 
immediately following the narrative, we read these words 
 
 “The thing that David had done displeased the LORD.” (2 Samuel 
11:27) 
 

6. God sends a Prophet named Nathan to King David and Nathan tells David a 
story about a rich man who had large flocks of sheep but doesn’t feel like 
preparing one of them for dinner so instead this rich man goes and takes the 
only lamb of a nearby, impoverished man.  
 

7. David gets really angry about this injustice and says “the man who has done 
this deserves to die!” Nathan point his finger at David and replies “You are 
the man” 

8. David was the man who was greatly blessed by God in every way but who 
has decided to kill another man and take his wife. Nathan informs David that 
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he has brought God’s judgment down upon himself because of this grevious 
sin. David’s reply is a simple acknowledgment: “I have sinned against the 
LORD.” 
 

B. This is the backdrop of Psalm 51 - David is turning from his arrogance and sin to 
God   
 
1. As we enter Psalm 51. We find a man broken over his sin, a man who knows 

and acknowledges his sin and his need for mercy.  
 

C. Application 
 
1. David’s sin are of the more extreme variety - adultery and conspiring to 

murder, let us be careful that we don’t exclude ourselves from this Psalm 
thinking that our sins are of the more garden variety type.  
 

2. All of us have sinned, all of us continue to sin and stumble in various ways.  
 
a) TRY THIS ONE Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, 

strength - DONE IT? 
 
(1) Some of us I imagine are aware of glaring, serious, secret sin  

 
b) THIS EXTRAORDINARY SEASON - REVEALING HABITS AND IDOLS - 

RESPONSE IS REPENTANCE - WANT TO SERVE YOU WITH THIS 
SERMON  
 

3. When we are confronted by our sin we have 2 choices: we can cover it up or 
we can own it and seek to rid ourselves of our sin and receive mercy from 
God - IOW repentance  
 

4. This is where examining Psalm 51 helps us. This Psalm shows us the right 
way to deal with our guilt and sin and failure. Let’s look at: 
 

II.  David’s Repentance (v. 1-9) 
 
A. Having realized his sin, David asks God for mercy, understanding that God is in 

fact abundantly merciful - HIS PLEA FOR MERCY IS INFORMED  
 
1. He does not presume upon the mercy of God, He casts himself on God’s 

mercy - O God how I need you to be merciful to me a sinner” 
 

B. As he asks for mercy, he specifically describes the issue. 
 
1. He uses three words in the first 3 verses to describe what he has done 
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a) Blot out my Transgression – transgressing a forbidden boundary 
established by God.  
 

b) Wash me of my Iniquity – means “perversion”  - David see’s that his 
actions are depraved 
 

c) Cleanse me from my Sin - “falling short”, “missing the mark,” every sin is a 
falling short of the glory of God, it is a failing to faithfully live up to his good 
and high and holy standard.   
 

C. V. 3 – I know my transgression. His sin is before him. He owns his sin and sees 
his guilt clearly. 
 

D. V. 4 – “Against you only have I sinned” 
 

At one level the reader is tempted to say: Come on, David, how can you say that 
you have sinned only against God? You have sinned against Bathsheba. You 
seduced her. And you sinned against Uriah, the Hittite. Surely you had him killed. 
You sinned against the military high command. You corrupted them. You sinned 
against the nation in that you are the chief magistrate and you fail on a 
fundamental level. You sinned against your own family. You betrayed them. It is 
hard to think of anybody you didn’t sin against. And you say: “Against you only,” 
— addressing God, — “have I sinned and done this evil in your sight.” (D.A. 
Carson) 
 

1. While certainly we should care for the effect of our sin against other people 
and even ourselves, ultimately and most importantly sin is a direct affront and 
offense against a good and holy God. David sees this, he feels this so much 
so that all other considerations fade in that moment.  
 

E. V. 4 – David accepts God’s righteous judgment against sin. I should be punished 
for my sin. This too is healthy 
 

Isaac: Consequence “I deserve it” 
 

F. V. 5 – “I was brought forth in iniquity, in sin did my mother conceive me.” 
 

This crime, David now sees, was no freak event: it was in character, an extreme 
expression of the warped creature he had always been, and of the faulty stock he 
sprang from. (Derek Kidner) 
 

1. Born in Adam, born in sin, every sin is willingly expressing that warped nature  
G. V. 6 – he knows hat God doesn’t care a whit about appearances, God looks 

upon the heart. God delights in those who have enough integrity and humility to 
own up to their sin.  
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H. David’s conclusion as he lays out his wrongdoing before God is that he needs to 
be cleansed V. 7 “Purge me with hyssop and I shall be clean; wash me, and I 
shall be whiter than snow.” 
 
1. Hyssop was a plant used under the Law of Israel for purification rites – the 

high priest would sprinkle people who had become “unclean” because of their 
sin - with the blood of sacrificed animals or with water. Atoning for 
uncleanness  
 

2. In essence, David is saying, “sprinkle me with blood, wash me with atoning 
blood and the stain of my sin will be white as snow” 
 
a) Ah! Here is where we see a glimpse of Christ! And even though the OT 

people of God knew only the shadow of his coming, they knew enough to 
cry out to God for atonement, God must atone himself  
 

3. V. 8 – my bones are crushed with the weight of judgment and sorrow for my 
sin - heal me O God – my ears are full of sadness let me hear joy and 
gladness in your mercy and cleansing.  
 

I. Application 
 
1. Verses 1-9 lay out a model for us as we realize our guilt over sin.  

 
a)  When you see your guilt – come quickly before God and pour out your 

heart 
 

b) Don’t be reluctant to come before God. We may well feel avoid him in our 
guilt.  
 

c) Acknowledge, confess and cry out for mercy. Like David, Know that you 
approach a merciful God 
 

d) David cried out to a merciful God that he would be cleansed and washed 
of his sin, even by blood dipped hyssop. But the OT purification 
ordinances in which the high priest would sprinkle the unclean in order to 
make them clean is just a shadow of what was to come. A Savior was 
coming, this is what David hoped for but did not see – David’s greater Son 
– Jesus Christ who would cleanse those who were guilty with his own 
blood. 
 

[13] For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the sprinkling of defiled persons with 
the ashes of a heifer, sanctify for the purification of the flesh, [14] how much 
more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself 
without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the 
living God. (Hebrews 9:13-14) 
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The blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin…(1 John 1:5a) 
 

2. So, we own our sin, we are sorrowful for our sin, and we cry out with the 
Psalmist cleanse me, wash me Lord Jesus! AND…HE…DOES. 
AND…HE…WILL!!!!  
 

3. We do well to be careful and examine ourselves to see that we do not 
presume upon God’s mercy.  
 
a) Giving way to temptation “I’m a Christian - God will forgive me” 

 
(1) There is the great danger of a hardened conscience, even living a life 

of sin in such a way that you reveal that you have not truly been born 
of God, that you have not truly bowed the knee before Christ at all 
 

4. I know that there are some who have a tender conscience and you may be 
thinking. “Is my repentance thorough enough?”; “Was I sorrowful enough over 
my sin?” 
 
a) Know this, because we are sinners, our repentance will always be 

imperfect. The gospel assures us that the risen Christ of the cross will 
show mercy and forgive ALL who confess, forsake and cry out for mercy  
 

That God is rich in mercy means that your regions of deepest shame and regret 
are not hotels through which divine mercy passes but homes in which divine 
mercy abides. It means the things about you that make you cringe most, make 
him hug hardest. It means his mercy is not calculating and cautious, like ours. It 
is unrestrained, flood-like, sweeping, magnanimous. It means our haunting 
shame is not a problem for him, but the very thing he loves most to work with. It 
means our sins do not cause his love to take a hit. Our sins cause his love to 
surge forward all the more. It means on that day when we stand before him, 
quietly, unhurriedly, we will weep with relief, shocked at how impoverished a view 
of his mercy-rich heart we had. (Dane Ortlund, Gentle and Lowly) 
 

b) In your sorrow over your sin, you might believe that you have a harsh 
master – but Jesus is a gentle Savior with those broken over sin – he will 
not break a bruised-reed, or snuff out a smoldering wick. 
 
(1) It is not our repentance that saves us - IT IS CHRIST!  

 
J. This is a model for us of godly repentance. Friends, what great joy and gladness 

fills our ears when we hear Christ say “I have cleansed you! I have washed away 
your sins!” There is more to this repentant prayer - David request renewal, 
restoration, growth in holiness, strength to fight against sin and this is what David 
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asks for as he finishes this Psalm. 
 

III. David’s Prayer for Restoration (v. 10-19) 
 
A. David prays v. 10 “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit 

within me.” 
 
1. Create a clean heart, a heart that is loyal to God, a heart that loves to do 

what is right. Renew me Lord – restore my heart  
 

The work of renewal must be inward, in the heart; it must be thorough, amounting 
to a creation. It is mighty. If there is any greater exercise of power than that which 
brought all things out of nothing, it is that which brings a clean thing out of an 
unclean or makes a saint out of a sinner. (William Plumer) 

2. PRAYS FOR THIS GREAT EXERCISE OF POWER  
 

B. V. 11-12 “Cast me not away from your presence and take not your Holy Spirit 
from me…restore the joy of your salvation…uphold me”  
 
1. But James Boice points out: 

 
David is not talking about eternal security or the fear of losing his salvation at all. 
He is only acknowledging that he is unable to live a holy life without God. 
Therefore, he needs the help and power of the Holy Spirit in every single moment 
if he is to be able to overcome temptation and follow after godliness. (James 
Montgomery Boice) 
 

C. David prays for deliverance that will produce from him declarations of God’s 
righteousness and mercy - outward expressions worked from the inside 
 

D. v. 16-17 SURPRISING you who not delight in or are pleased by burnt offerings - 
by sacrifices - DIDN’T YOU PRESCRIBE?  
 
1. Religious activity as a means to atone without a broken and contrite heart are 

meaningless.  
 

2. Definition of contrite:  Feeling regret and sorrow for one's sins or offenses, or 
repentant 
 
a) David knows that it is a humble heart that God looks to and so he desires 

to be restored a lifestyle of hating sin, sorrowing over sin, and a life 
marked by humility so that he lives in way that is pleasing to God. 
 

3. He finishes Psalm 51 with a prayer for the nation of Israel. 
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a) David asks God to restore Israel that they would not follow him into his 
sin, that they would not be cast down because of the failures of their King 
 

Illustration: Jim Bakker heritage USA. Parents and family 
 

b) David prays that God will restore Israel to a place where they too are 
humble before God, offering sacrifices, not as empty ritual, but as grateful 
expressions of sorrow over their own sin and humble dependence upon 
God’s mercy 
 

E. Application  
 
1. Oh, what grace there is in our sins being washed away, but the promises of 

God in the gospel are not just forgiven sin, but grace to fight sin, changed 
hearts that grow in hatred to sin and loyalty to King Jesus. 
  

2. If you find yourself sinking down in a besetting sin – COME BROKEN AND 
CONTRITE then know that as you come and confess your sins to Christ and 
renounce your sin, he will forgive and cleanse you. But know as well that he 
is able to help you in your temptation 
 

3. Don’t be content with simply acknowledging – “yeah, I’m a sinner” 
RENOUNCE! Set yourself by the grace of God to say no to sin. Go to war 
with your sin! 
 

4. His Spirit is in you to guide you, to lead you, to give you strength. If you walk 
by the Spirit you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. Seek the Lord in your 
struggle; seek his strengthening presence through the means of prayer and 
the Word and the fellowship of the church  
 

5. Our mighty God upholds us with a willing hand; he is at work making us more 
like Jesus, giving us power to overcome sin! Ask him; trust him, to not only 
forgive, but to restore your fainting soul to fight sin and to love Christ.  
 

6. Your mourning can be turned to dancing. Your closed mouth can be opened 
in rejoicing, God is faithful he will do it – cast yourself upon his mercy and 
strength. 
 

Close 
 
The right response to crisis and calamity is repentance 
 
Not harsh - kindness of God - the mercy of God - repentance is the doorway into fresh 
mercy and grace 
 
Go deeper with God than we have ever gone before  
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Let’s not waste this pandemic - let us respond in obedience and faith to God - for the 
good of our souls and for his glory  
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