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As	I	look	around	me	this	morning,	I	see	people	who	have	been	around	on	this	earth	for	a	
moderate	length	of	time	(I	include	myself	in	that	number—albeit	more	towards	the	top	
end	of	that	scale).	I	see	others	who	have	been	around	for	quite	a	bit	longer—those	who	
have	seen,	experienced	and	maybe	endured	quite	a	bit	of	life.	And	I	see	an	ever-growing	
number	of	 little	people	who	are	just	starting	out	on	that	 journey—with	many	joys	and	
challenges	yet	to	be	faced.	
	
There	are	probably	a	lot	of	things	we	all	have	in	common—we	all	live	in	Gladstone,	for	
example;	we	all	enjoy	worshipping	among	this	community	of	believers	(at	 least	I	hope	
we	do);	we	all	 love	it	when	a	cool	breeze	comes	through	the	windows	in	the	middle	of	
summer.	 But	 there	 are	 also	many	 things	 that	we	 do	 not	 have	 in	 common.	Many	 here	
were	 not	 born	 in	 Australia	 and	 so	 have	 a	 different	 ethnic	 origin;	 some	 can	 speak	
different	languages;	some	can	sing	and	play	musical	instruments;	and	I’m	sure	some	of	
you	 like	 eating	 tripe—something	 that	 those	 people	 and	 I	 certainly	 do	 not	 have	 in	
common—and	maybe	others	as	well.	
	
Unfortunately,	 there	 is	 one	 condition	 that	 we	 all	 have	 in	 common—from	 the	 oldest	
among	us	to	the	youngest—something	that	has	and/or	will	plague	us	for	our	entire	lives.	
That	condition	is	sin—a	small	word	with	a	big	impact.	
	
As	an	exercise	in	your	head,	just	for	one	moment,	I’d	like	you	to	think	of	the	worst	thing	
that	you	have	ever	done.	(I’m	not	looking	for	anyone	to	share	that	experience	here	and	
now,	 so	 you	 can	 relax—but	 if	 it’s	 really	 bothering	 you,	 we	 can	 certainly	 have	 a	 chat	
about	it	later).		
	
Maybe	it’s	something	you’ve	never	told	anyone	else	about	because	if	it	ever	came	out	in	
the	open,	you	know	that	it	would	be	so	embarrassing	or	so	damaging	that	it	could	affect	
your	standing	in	the	church	or	even	the	community.	Your	greatest	fear	would	be	realised	
that	what	had	been	so	shameful	in	the	past	would	now	be	known	by	everyone.	It	would	
be	my	guess	that	every	person	here	this	morning	has	something	that	they	would	prefer	
to	keep	to	themselves—and…it’s	probably	best	you	do.	
	
This	morning,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 fifth	 and	 last	 week	 of	 Lent,	 just	 prior	 to	 Palm	
Sunday—a	 time	when	we	 focus	 to	 some	 extent	 on	 our	 sin	 and	 seek	 to	 find	 hope	 and	
restoration	in	the	events	that	are	to	follow—the	death	and	resurrection	of	Jesus	Christ—
we	focus	on	one	of	the	most	distressing	times	in	the	life	of	King	David,	seen	here	through	
Psalm	51.	
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The	superscription	to	Psalm	51	gives	a	lot	of	the	context	away	already—even	before	we	
get	 into	 the	 text	 proper.	We	 are	 told	 that	 this	 is:	A	Psalm	of	David,	when	 the	 prophet	
Nathan	came	to	him,	after	he	had	gone	in	to	Bathsheba.	And	there	lies	a	story!	
	
Nathan	has	just	told	the	king	a	simple	and	homely	story:	of	a	poor	man,	whose	beloved	
pet	 lamb	 is	 stolen	 by	 a	 heartless	 yet	 powerful	 landowner	who	 lives	 nearby.	 The	 king	
quickly	 sees	 the	 injustice	 of	 the	 situation.	He	 demands	 to	 know	where	 this	miserable	
offender	can	be	found,	so	he	can	render	justice.	It	is	only	at	this	point	that	Nathan	looks	
the	king	squarely	in	the	eye	and	dramatically	declares,	“You	are	the	man!”	(2	Sam.	12:7)	
Ouch!	You	can’t	hide	anything	from	God.	
	
It’s	as	though,	in	that	instant,	the	prophet	holds	a	mirror	up	to	his	king.	David	looks	back	
at	him,	enraged	for	the	briefest	of	moments,	then	he	sees	his	own	image	reflected	back	
at	him,	and	the	magnitude	of	what	he	has	done	suddenly	dawns	on	him.		
	
What	happens	next	demonstrates	why	David—despite	his	 tragic	 flaws	and	his	 terrible	
sins—is	 still	 renowned	 as	 the	 greatest	 of	 Israel’s	 kings.	 David	 repents;	 he	 changes	
direction.	Then	he	goes	out	and	writes	a	 song:	Psalm	51—for	public	worship,	no	 less:	
“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.”	(vv	1,2)	
	
There	is	no	denial	here;	no	kingly	cover-up;	no	closed-door	conclave	of	spin-doctors	to	
discuss,	in	anxious	whispers,	how	to	manage	damage	control—as	you	constantly	find	in	
the	 political	 arena	 of	 our	 times.	 Instead,	 David	writes	 a	 song—a	 hymn	 for	 the	 public	
worship	of	his	people.	The	lyrics	make	it	clear	how	dark	his	sin	is	and	how	desperate	he	
is	to	receive	God’s	forgiveness:	“Purge	me	with	hyssop,	and	I	shall	be	clean;	wash	me,	and	I	
shall	be	whiter	than	snow.”		
	
The	 full	 story	 of	 the	 events	 from	 which	 this	 Psalm	 is	 a	 response,	 can	 be	 found	 in	 2	
Samuel,	chapters	11	and	12.	David,	in	residence	in	Jerusalem	while	his	armies	are	away	
battling	 the	 Ammonites,	 observes	 Bathsheba,	 the	wife	 of	 one	 of	 his	military	 generals,	
bathing	on	her	rooftop.	He	sends	for	her,	has	relations	with	her,	gets	her	pregnant—and	
then,	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 cover	 it	 all	 up,	 conspires	 to	 have	 her	 husband,	 Uriah,	 killed	 in	
battle.	
	
Old	Testament	scholar,	 James	Mays	(not	to	be	confused	with	the	car	enthusiast)	called	
Psalm	51	a	“liturgy	of	the	broken	heart.”	Like	so	many	of	the	psalms,	 it’s	the	prayer	of	
someone	who	 is	 in	deep	trouble.	Here,	however,	 the	psalmist	doesn’t	complain	 to	God	
about	God	or	other	people,	rather,	he	admits	that	he	alone	has	caused	the	trouble	about	
which	he	prays.	
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This	is	something	we	don’t	see	a	lot	of	these	days.	Everyone	wants	to	blame	someone	for	
their	own	shortcomings—we	have	a	propensity	for	it	in	our	society	today:	It	wasn’t	my	
fault.	She	made	me	do	 it.	 I	couldn’t	help	 it.	My	parents	brung	me	up	wrong.	You	know	
what	they	say	about	excuses,	don’t	you?	Your	friends	don’t	need	them	and	your	enemies	
won’t	accept	them.		
	
So	maybe	you	just	need	to	fess	up	and	own	the	sin	that	lies	within	you—just	like	David	
did.	 I’m	sure	he	could	have	made	lots	of	excuses:	Well,	Bathsheba	shouldn’t	have	been	
bathing	where	I	could	see	her.	It	was	just	a	leetle	mistake—get	over	it	already.	Or	even	
respond	by	saying:	I’m	the	king.	I	can	do	what	I	like.	
	
Joan	Chittister,	 a	Benedictine	nun	and	author	of	 some	 twenty-five	books,	 returns	 time	
and	again	 to	 the	 themes	of	personal	 failure	and	struggle.	One	mistake	we	often	make,	
she	suggests,	is	to	accept	perfection	as	our	standard	or	goal.	When	we	imagine	that	we	
will	 never	 fail,	 failure	 hits	 hardest.	 Perfection	 is	 an	 oppressive	 standard,	 and	 no	
Christian	this	side	of	heaven	will	ever	reach	it.	
	
"The	 problem,"	 says	 Chittister,	 "is	 that	 we	 fail.	 We	 know	 ourselves	 to	 be	 weak.	 We	
stumble	along,	being	less	than	we	can	be,	never	living	up	to	our	own	standards,	let	alone	
anyone	else’s.	We	eat	too	much	between	meals,	we	work	too	little	to	get	ahead,	we	drink	
more	 than	 we	 should	 at	 the	 office	 party.	 We’re	 all	 addicted	 to	 something.	 Those	
addictions	not	only	cripple	us,	they	convince	us	that	we	are	worthless	and	incapable	of	
being	worthwhile.	 It	 is	a	self-fulfilling	prophecy	of	 the	worst	order	because	 it	 traps	us	
inside	our	own	sense	of	inadequacy,	of	futility,	of	failure.”	David’s	adultery	and	de	facto	
murder	 were	 regrettable,	 but	 they	 were	 not	 remarkable.	 Such	 imperfections	 are	 our	
common	lot.	
	
But	David,	unlike	many	of	us,	owns	his	sin—as	grave	as	 it	was—and	calls	on	God,	not	
only	to	forgive	him—something	he	is	well	aware	he	doesn’t	deserve—but	also	to	cleanse	
him	and	to	restore	his	joy—the	joy	of	his	salvation.	
	
He	 recognizes	 that	his	 only	hope	 for	 forgiveness	 lies	 in	God’s	unfailing	 love	 and	great	
compassion.	His	sin	is	so	real	and	pervasive	that	the	he	confesses	that	it’s	always	before	
him—in	other	words,	it’s	always	on	his	mind.	He’s	constantly	aware	that	he’s	sinned	not	
just	against	other	people,	but	also	against	God.	 In	 fact,	he	admits	 that	he’s	only	sinned	
against	 the	 Lord.	 This	 is	 not	 his	 attempt	 to	 evade	 the	 hurt	 he’s	 caused	 other	 people.	
What	it	does,	 is	emphasize	his	understanding	that	all	sin	is	a	betrayal	of	God’s	love	for	
us—the	God	who	created	us	and	cares	for	us.	
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In	 fact,	 the	psalmist	 is	 so	 aware	of	 the	pervasiveness	of	his	 sinfulness	 and	 sin	 that	he	
longs	for	a	radical	transformation.	Often,	when	you	read	the	psalms,	you	note	that	they	
usually	plead	for	a	change	in	their	situations.	This	psalmist	desires	a	change	in	himself.	
He	knows	that	he	has	sinned	against	God	and	done	what	is	evil	in	God’s	sight.	However,	
he	desires	“truth	in	the	inner	parts,”	“wisdom	in	the	inmost	place,”	“a	pure	heart”	and	“a	
steadfast	spirit.”	
	
And	yet	he	also	implies	he	can’t	make	this	change	on	his	own.	Only	the	God	who	created	
and	 cares	 for	him	 can	 transform	him.	He	 is	 longing	 to	be	 cleansed,	 to	be	 given	a	new	
start,	so	that	communion	with	God	can	be	restored.	“Let	me	hear	joy	and	gladness.	Let	the	
bones	that	you	have	crushed	rejoice.”	
	
Psalm	51	 is	a	heartfelt	cry	to	God	from	one	who	has	committed	an	unspeakable	sin	 in	
the	eyes	of	God.	The	particulars	of	the	sin	are	not	enumerated	in	the	psalm—God	knows	
the	details.	And	just	as	the	words	are	fitting	for	the	great	king	of	ancient	Israel;	they	are	
just	as	fitting	for	worshippers	in	the	twenty-first	century—for	you	and	for	me.	Our	sins	
may	 not	 be	 as	 public	 and	 as	 blatant	 as	 David’s,	 but	 we	 all	 fall	 short	 of	 living	 in	 the	
steadfast	love	and	mercy	of	God.	May	we	be	as	repentant	as	David	and	as	willing	to	come	
to	God	for	cleansing—trusting	in	his	mercy	and	forgiveness.	
	
Within	this	psalm	we	find	the	word	for	those	in	despair:	despite	our	conviction	that	we	
are	beyond	mercy,	the	God	who	is	mercy	has	bound	himself	to	us	eternally.	
	
The	story	behind	this	psalm	is	David’s	story—and	 it’s	a	 tragic	one.	He	 is	guilty	of	 lust,	
coveting,	murder	and	perhaps	rape.	And	that’s	just	what	we	see	in	a	few	verses.	David	is	
a	sinner.	 So	 are	 we,	 and	 it	 is	 with	 this	 realization	 that	 we	 too	 should	 also	 pray	 this	
psalm—to	pray	 for	 forgiveness,	 for	cleansing	and	 for	a	return	to	our	communion	with	
God.	
	
We,	even	though	we	too	are	sinful	and	rebellious,	and	yet	who	also	strive	for	God’s	heart,	
also	have	the	audacity	to	pray	in	as	verses	10-12:	“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.”	
	
To	him	be	all	the	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	praise.	Amen.	


