
PSALM 51: THE GRAVITY OF SIN AND THE GRACE OF GOD


	 “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. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your 

sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. 

Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 

Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the 

secret heart. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be 

whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have 

broken rejoice. Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. Create 

in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away 

from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy 

of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit.” 

This is the Word of the Lord. Praise be to God.


	 Some of Scripture’s most luminous scenes are set against a dark backdrop. The 

brilliance of Psalm 51 shines precisely because its setting is so grave. The 

superscription situates us “when Nathan the prophet went to [David], after he had gone 

in to Bathsheba” (2 Sam. 12). David—Israel’s king, the man after God’s own heart—had 

fallen grievously: lust gave way to adultery; cover-up hardened into conspiracy; 

conspiracy culminated in murder. And then the unthinkable: a long season—likely close 



to a year—of spiritual numbness. David kept ruling, worship kept happening, songs 

kept being sung—but his soul was silent. He buried the thing he could not cleanse.


	 In sheer grace, God sent a prophet with a story and a finger: “You are the man” 

(2 Sam. 12:7). The Word of the Lord shattered the hard crust around David’s heart. He 

dropped all defenses and said, “I have sinned against the Lord” (2 Sam. 12:13). Out of 

that shock, shame, and sudden honesty, Psalm 51 was born. Here is a sinner who has 

run out of self-justifications, a king who has nothing left to plead but mercy, a believer 

who cannot bear another day without God.


	 Augustine once said of this psalm, “It is David’s, but it is also ours”—because 

sooner or later, every honest Christian finds himself in this valley. We may not share 

David’s exact sins, but we know David’s grief: the sick feeling when our conscience 

refuses to be silenced; the fear that perhaps we have used up the patience of God; the 

ache of fellowship lost. And yet Psalm 51 is not finally a song about David’s failure; it is 

a song about God’s mercy. It traces the true path of repentance in three movements: a 

plea for mercy (vv. 1–2), a confession of sin (vv. 3–6), and a hope of restoration (vv. 7–

13). Walk this road with David, and you will find that the God who breaks us is the very 

God who heals us.


I. The Plea for Mercy (vv. 1–2) 

“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.”




	 David begins with no preface, no softening of the blow, no attempt to manage 

appearances. His very first words are a cry—“Have mercy on me, O God.” That is the 

voice of a man who has laid down every weapon of self-defense. When the prophet 

Nathan confronted him, he did not argue mitigating circumstances, appeal to royal 

privilege, or pass blame down the chain of command. He said what the conscience 

taught by God must eventually say: “I have sinned against the LORD” (2 Sam. 12:13). 

Repentance begins precisely there—where self-justification ends and the soul stops 

arguing its case before the bar of divine holiness. John Calvin captured it well: “The 

beginning of repentance is the confession of guilt, which cannot be otherwise than with 

sorrow for having offended God.”


	 But notice what David reaches for as he cries out. He does not clutch at his 

years of faithfulness, his Psalms sung in the night, his victories over Israel’s enemies, or 

even the sincerity of his present sorrow. He reaches past himself altogether and seizes 

upon God’s character: “according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant 

mercy.” The Hebrew word for steadfast love—ḥesed—is the rich covenant word that 

speaks of God’s loyal, never-letting-go kindness. David’s hope is not that his sin is 

somehow minimal; his hope is that God’s mercy is immeasurable. He throws the full 

weight of his guilt upon the full ocean of divine compassion. Richard Sibbes put balm 

to the trembling conscience when he wrote, “There is more mercy in Christ than sin in 

us.” The repentant heart does not bargain; it begs on covenant grounds.


	 And David does not simply ask for mercy—he asks for abundant mercy. He 

knows the multitude of his sins; therefore he asks for the multitude of God’s 

compassions. He had tasted that mercy before; he pleads for its floodtide now. The 



terrified sinner counts sins like grains of sand; the comfort of Scripture is that God 

counts mercies like stars of the heavens. This is not presumption; it is faith taking God 

at His word about who He is: “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, 

slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love” (Ex. 34:6).


	 David also names his need with painful clarity. He uses the Bible’s three great 

words for human wrong: transgressions—the deliberate crossing of a known boundary; 

iniquity—the crooked twist within, the bentness of soul; and sin—the falling short, the 

missing of the mark. That triad is not rhetorical decoration; it is moral diagnosis. And 

his requests fit the diagnosis. “Blot out my transgressions”—erase the handwriting 

against me from the ledger. The image is of a debt-book black with entries that only the 

offended Creditor can wipe away. Old divinity loved to paint it this way: the black lines 

of our record are crossed out by the red lines of Christ’s blood.


	 “Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity.” The verb here suggests laundering by 

kneading or beating—work the stain out, do not merely rinse the surface. The stain is 

set deep in the fibers of the heart; perfume cannot mask it, and a dab of water cannot 

lift it. This is why repentance dares to say, “Wash me thoroughly.” One old preacher 

pictured it like this: a swine can be washed to a glistening shine, but unless its nature is 

changed it will soon return to the mire. David does not merely want the mud knocked 

off; he longs to be clean in nature.


	 “And cleanse me from my sin.” Now the language turns priestly. To be cleansed 

is to be made fit for the sanctuary again, able to enter with a conscience that no longer 

shrinks from the searching gaze of God. The sinner begs not only for erasure of guilt 



and removal of stain, but for restoration to worship, to fellowship, to the nearness that 

sin forfeits.


	 Friends, the plea for mercy is not an invention of desperation; it is the steady 

music of Scripture. Isaiah records God’s astonishing promise, “Though your sins are 

like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” (Isa. 1:18). The Psalmist elsewhere sings, 

“He does not deal with us according to our sins… as far as the east is from the west, 

so far does He remove our transgressions from us” (Ps. 103:10–12). The tax collector in 

Jesus’ parable stood far off, would not lift his eyes to heaven, beat his breast, and 

prayed, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Jesus tells us that man walked home 

justified (Luke 18:13–14). And the apostle John assures the church, “If we confess our 

sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness” (1 Jn. 1:9).


	 To help us feel the weight—and the wonder—of that promise, Scripture gives us 

pictures. First, think of a ledger in which every harsh word, selfish indulgence, and 

secret betrayal is penned in indelible ink. No counter-entries of kindness can balance 

the column. Only the Owner of the book can reach for His crimson and draw a line 

through every charge.


	 Then, move from the courtroom to the washroom. Imagine a white garment 

plunged into muck, the stench clinging, the fabric darkened through. No perfume can 

sweeten it; no shallow rinse can whiten it. It must be worked, kneaded, beaten, until 

the grime is drawn out and the fibers gleam.




	 Together, these images show us what the sinner asks of God: “Blot out the 

record; wash out the stain; fit me again for Your presence.”


	 So the first step in repentance is this: drop the defenses, appeal to the character 

of God, and ask for the precise mercies your soul requires. “To confess one’s sins,” 

said Chrysostom, “is the beginning of salvation. For when you accuse yourself, God 

excuses you.” There is only one kind of person who never finds mercy: the one who 

never asks.


II. The Open Confession of Sin (vv. 3–6) 

	 “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against You, You 

only, have I sinned and done what is evil in Your sight, so that You may be justified in 

Your words and blameless in Your judgment. Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and 

in sin did my mother conceive me. Behold, You delight in truth in the inward being, and 

You teach me wisdom in the secret heart.”


	 The plea for mercy opens the mouth; honest confession fills it. “I know my 

transgressions,” David says, “and my sin is ever before me.” He no longer speaks in 

the fog of generalities. He does not mutter, “Mistakes were made.” He says, “I did evil 

in Your sight.” Like a man who has stopped running and turned around to face the 

pursuing light, David lets the truth name him. He piles up first-person pronouns—my 

transgressions, my iniquity, my sin—because repentance refuses to outsource 

responsibility. He does not blame circumstances, temperament, the pressures of 

leadership, or the failures of others. The deed is the doer’s. Confession is personal.




	 And confession is penetrating. “My sin is ever before me.” During the long 

months of hiding, he could silence the alarm by day, but at night the hallway was quiet 

and his sin stepped out of the shadows to stand before him. He does not say, “My 

punishment is ever before me,” or even “My consequences are ever before me.” The 

thing that troubles him is not merely the fallout of sin but the sin itself—the ugly affront 

to the goodness of God. Many grieve over the cost of sin; few grieve over the crime. 

Grace teaches the heart to hate sin not only for what it does to us but for what it is 

before God.


	 That is why the next sentence is the theological center of confession: “Against 

You, You only, have I sinned and done what is evil in Your sight.” Objectively, David’s 

sins devastated human lives—Bathsheba, Uriah, the army, the nation, his own 

household. Scripture does not minimize those horizontal ravages. But in the blazing 

light of divine holiness, the vertical dimension of sin dwarfs all others. Every sin is 

treason—rebellion against the King, committed beneath His gaze, in the face of His 

goodness. Joseph had it right when, under fierce temptation, he cried, “How then can I 

do this great wickedness and sin against God?” (Gen. 39:9). Here is the beating heart 

of confession: sin is first and foremost God-ward.


	 “...so that You may be justified in Your words and blameless in Your judgment.” 

Confession is not merely psychological catharsis; it is theological worship. The 

repentant one vindicates God. He admits that God’s commands were right and that his 

disobedience was wrong. He affirms the justice of God’s verdict. He places himself 

beneath the truth and says, “Let God be true though every man a liar” (Rom. 3:4). 

Confession magnifies divine righteousness even as it seeks divine mercy.




	 Then David goes deeper than acts into the spring from which they flow: “Behold, 

I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me.” He is not 

impugning his mother or hinting at an illicit union; he is acknowledging the ancient 

wound of humanity. The act of sin is traced back to its reason in the pollution of nature. 

This is the doctrine Christians have long called original sin—that in Adam all sinned and 

fell, and from Adam all inherit a nature bent away from God. Scripture speaks with one 

voice here: “In Adam all die” (1 Cor. 15:22); “through one man sin entered the world, 

and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12); 

by nature we are “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3). We are not sinners because we 

occasionally sin; we sin because, at the root, we are sinners. Augustine wrestled 

mightily with this verse and concluded that the denial of innate depravity is not humility 

but blindness: the heart must be taught of God even the first principles of the faith.


	 This is the great problem of humanity—not merely that we commit sins, but that 

sin runs through us at the deepest level of who we are. The disease is not superficial; it 

is innate, woven into our very nature. But Scripture never exposes the depth of our ruin 

without also pointing to the greater depth of God’s remedy. If sin reaches to the core, 

then God must reach there too—and He does not shrink back from the task.	 


	 In verse 6, God’s aim reaches as deep as the problem. “Behold, You delight in 

truth in the inward being, and You teach me wisdom in the secret heart.” God will not 

settle for cosmetic reform. He delights in inward truth, in a heart free of guile. He 

means to teach wisdom where only He can see. Repentance asks for more than a 

change of behavior; it asks for a change of being. The God who searches hearts (Jer. 

17:10) is also the God who promises to remake them (Ezek. 36:26).




	 If you want an image of this moment in repentance, think not only of a mirror but 

of an MRI. In the bright mirror, the smudges on the face appear; but in the loud white 

tube, the hidden lesion is revealed. We come to God asking Him to airbrush the photo; 

He comes to us intending to cure the cancer. True confession agrees with the Great 

Physician’s diagnosis—without reservation, without excuse, without delay.


	 What does this mean for us? It means naming sin specifically—transgression, 

iniquity, sin—rather than smudging the edges with the vocabulary of our age. It means 

owning sin personally—“my”—rather than lodging it in “them,” “the system,” or “my 

personality type.” It means seeing sin vertically: not only whom did this hurt, but how 

have I grieved God? It means confessing not only the fruit but the root—“Lord, I did 

this because I am this; create in me what I do not have.” And it means vindicating God 

in your confession—adoring His justice even as you cast yourself on His mercy. “God 

saves sinners,” Luther said, “not those who imagine they are righteous.” The tax 

collector who beat his breast and cried for mercy went home justified; so will all who 

confess as he confessed.


III. The Hope of Restoration (vv. 7–13) 

	 “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than 

snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that You have broken rejoice. Hide 

Your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. Create in me a clean heart, O 

God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away from Your presence, and 

take not Your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of Your salvation, and uphold 



me with a willing spirit. Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will 

return to You.”


	 Repentance is not a cul-de-sac of self-loathing; it is a road that runs straight into 

the joy of God’s salvation. Having pled for mercy and confessed his sin, David lifts his 

eyes to the God who restores. “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean.” Hyssop 

was the humble plant placed in a priest’s hand to apply cleansing. On the night of 

Passover, it brushed the lamb’s blood on the doorframes (Ex. 12:22). In the rites of 

purification, it sprinkled the cleansing water (Num. 19:18). With that single image, David 

gathers up the whole sacrificial economy and prays, “O God, be my Priest. Apply to me 

the cleansing that I cannot apply to myself. De-sin me.” The verb itself is built on the 

word for sin—undo this thing that clings to me.


	 “Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.” What a sentence of faith. The stain 

is dark; the fibers are saturated. Yet faith dares to say: Your washing is stronger than 

my staining. Spurgeon heard that confidence and exclaimed, “God could make him as 

if he never sinned at all—restore innocence to us, and make us as if we had never been 

stained.” The repentant man does not magnify his sin above God’s grace; he magnifies 

God’s grace above his sin.


	 “Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that You have broken rejoice.” 

Conviction had felt like broken bones—the pressure of God’s hand heavy upon him, 

the ache of a soul out of joint. But God breaks to set; He wounds to heal. The dark 

night of conviction is not His last word. “Hide Your face from my sins, and blot out all 



my iniquities.” The repetition is not unbelief; it is earnestness. Forgiveness is not 

casually assumed; it is pleaded through until the conscience rests in the promise.


	 Then the prayer that has been on the lips of saints for three millennia: “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.” The verb bara is the 

Bible’s creation word, used of God’s cosmic acts in Genesis 1. David does not say, 

“Polish my old heart.” He asks for a miracle—new creation within. This is the promise 

that later rings through Ezekiel: “I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put 

within you… I will put My Spirit within you” (Ezek. 36:26–27). Repentance, at bottom, is 

not a self-help project; it is a miracle of grace. God does not staple fresh fruit onto a 

dead tree; He makes the tree new.


	 “Cast me not away from Your presence, and take not Your Holy Spirit from me.” 

David had watched Saul’s anointing fade and the Spirit’s empowering depart (1 Sam. 

16:14). He trembles at the thought of distance from God. Forgiveness is not only the 

removal of guilt; it is the restoration of communion. The goal is not merely a cleared 

record but a near God. Augustine prayed, “You have made us for Yourself, and our 

heart is restless until it rests in You.” That is the soul of verse 11.


	 “Restore to me the joy of Your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit.” Sin 

sours joy; pardon revives it. Notice he does not ask for a different salvation but for the 

joy appropriate to it. Joy is not a garnish on the Christian life; it is part of repentance’s 

fruit. And because the repentant heart knows its fickleness, it adds, “Uphold me.” The 

same God who forgives must also sustain. “Keep me,” he prays, “in the path my 	

renewed heart now desires.”




	 “Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will return to You.” The 

mouth that was shut by guilt is opened by grace. The one restored becomes an 

instrument of others’ restoration. The verb “return” is kin to “restore”—the man brought 

back to God becomes the means by which others are brought back. Gospel logic 

always runs this way: reconciliation births mission. The cleansed become heralds; the 

healed become helpers; the forgiven become joyful evangelists.


	 Here, in the movement from hyssop to joy to new heart to mission, stands the 

gospel’s outline in miniature. The sacrifices of old, the sprinkled water, the brushed 

blood—all were shadows. Christ is the substance. He is the true Passover Lamb, 

whose blood, applied by faith, causes wrath to pass over. He is the great High Priest, 

who enters not an earthly tent but the heavens themselves, “not by means of the blood 

of goats and calves but by means of His own blood, thus securing an eternal 

redemption” (Heb. 9:12). “If the blood of goats and bulls… sanctify for the purification 

of the flesh,” Scripture reasons, “how much more will the blood of Christ… purify our 

conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (Heb. 9:13–14). The sprinkled 

blood of Jesus speaks a better word than the blood of Abel (Heb. 12:24)—not “Justice 

only!” but “Justice satisfied!”


	 At the cross, “God made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him 

we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). The sinless One stood 

beneath the accusing finger, not for His transgressions—He had none—but for ours. 

He was treated as the adulterer, the murderer, the liar, the proud, the covetous, that we 

who are such might be treated as righteous in Him. Anselm rebuked a light view of sin 

with the words, “You have not yet considered how great the weight of sin is.” But he 



would have us consider also how great is the mercy—nothing less than the death of 

the Son of God. Luther rejoiced to teach that, in this gospel, the believer is simul iustus 

et peccator—at once righteous (by Christ’s imputed righteousness) and still battling 

indwelling sin, yet no longer condemned (Rom. 8:1). Calvin added the pastoral 

sweetness: “Christ came with the remedy because the disease was incurable by any 

other means.” Augustine sang it home: “From the wound of my sin You made the 

medicine of Your grace.”


	 So here is the invitation embedded in David’s restoration and fulfilled in Christ. If 

your conscience says, “My sin is ever before me,” the gospel now says, “God can hide 

His face from your sins.” If you feel filthy, there is a fountain opened whose waters 

make whiter than snow. If your bones ache under conviction, the Healer sets them to 

rejoice. If your heart is stone, He creates a heart of flesh. If your joy has drained away, 

He restores the joy of salvation and upholds you with a willing spirit. You do not wash 

yourself and then come; you come to be washed. As Thomas Watson wrote, “The 

more bitterness we taste in sin, the more sweetness we shall taste in Christ.”


	 


	 How then does restoration become the Christian’s ongoing rhythm? Return 

quickly—keep short accounts with God; joy dies slowly when confession is delayed. 

Believe boldly—do not exalt your stain above Christ’s blood; say, “Wash me, and I shall 

be whiter than snow.” Pray deeply—aim at the inward being; “Create… renew… 

uphold.” Seek communion, not merely clearance; the goal is God Himself: “Cast me 

not away… take not Your Spirit.” And rejoin the mission—“Then I will teach.” Restored 



people help restore people. Athanasius said of the Incarnate Word, “He became what 

we are that He might make us what He is.” He took our nature to give us His Spirit, that 

renewed hearts might sing and speak of His ways.


	 Psalm 51, then, is not a dirge of despair but a roadmap of mercy. David pleads 

for mercy according to steadfast love; he confesses sin honestly before the face of 

God; he hopes in restoration through cleansing blood, new creation, restored joy, and 

renewed mission. The God who confronts in truth is the God who restores in grace. 

Some live with “my sin is ever before me.” In Christ that lament becomes, “Hide Your 

face from my sins.” Some feel bone-broken by conviction. In Christ those bones will 

rejoice. Some have tried rinsing what only God can wash. Come and be washed. Some 

have tried patching the old heart. Come and receive a new one.


“Do not despair,” Chrysostom urged his flock, “repentance is a medicine that destroys 

sin.” And Augustine taught us to pray, “Give what You command, and command what 

You will.” He must create in us what He requires of us. That is precisely what He offers 

to do in Jesus Christ.


Psalm 51 teaches us that repentance is not a one-time act, but the continual posture of 

a heart that knows both its sin and its Savior. And even now, we feel that tension—our 

wandering hearts and God’s steady grace.


So let this be our closing confession and hope:


Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, 

Prone to leave the God I love; 



Here’s my heart, O take and seal it, 

Seal it for Thy courts above.



