
Psalm 51: Coming back to God after sin
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INTRODUCTION

How do we come back to God after sin?  How do we return to God when we have sinned in 
a big way, or as a leader, or done a sin again that we committed not to do?  One of the 
most visited portions in my bible, a portion I have wept over more than any other is Psalm 
51.  It gives me great comfort to know that a man like David who had a heart after God’s 
own heart, had feet of clay.  And that the Holy Spirit inspired him to write a psalm of 
penitence that shows us how we can return to God after sin, even big sin.  Repentance is 
something that we do not do well at.  Because we sin so often we get disheartened and fail 
to repent well, we can become hardened to our sin and so fail to repent properly, we can 
confess without feeling our sins, we can proclaim forgiveness without putting away our sins,
we can just stop coming to God after sin altogether.  We need regular lessons and 
reminders in how to repent.  Psalm 51 is one of the lessons God has given us through the 
experiences of David.

David had committed adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of one of his dedicated soldiers.  He
got her pregnant and tried to connive to get Uriah to come home so that he would think 
that the baby was his own.  This did not work so David orchestrated events whereby Uriah 
was deliberately killed in battle.  David literally broke all 10 of God’s commandments.  On 
top of this he justified himself and refused to repent for a whole year.  Psalm 32 reveals to 
us that that year was one of emotional and spiritual depression and torture.  The prophet 
Nathan used a parable to trap David in his own words, and confronted him about his sin.  
Psalm 51 is part of David’s repentance as he came back to God after a terrible time in sin.  

Where are you at today?  Are you stuck in a cycle of sinning and half-hearted repentance?  
Or maybe it is worse you are just hard and stuck in your sin.  Have you lost your horror of 
sin and its effects upon your relationship with God, its impact on your heart, and the 
dishonour it brings upon God’s name?  Maybe you just need a fresh sight of God’s grace to 
reinvigorate your walk with Him.  If this is you today then Psalm 51 is exactly what you 
need.  We will look at it under four headings.  V1-2 are David’s opening pleas of washing 
from sin; v3-6 are David’s confession of his sin and sinfulness; v7-12 are David’s requests 
for restoration from the negative effects of sin; and 13-19 are David’s recommitments to 
services that sin has silenced.  

Pleas

V1-2, ‘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 asks God for mercy, in other words, ‘don’t treat me 
according to what my sins deserve.’  He is not asking for justice but for mercy.  How dare 
he after what he has done?  Should he expect God not to punish?  Isn’t his sin very serious?
Some of us ask forgiveness of God not knowing whether He will forgive or not.  David has 
committed many sins and has been hardhearted, he has likely been more sinful than any of 



you in this room have been, yet we see a clear confidence in David as He comes seeking 
forgiveness from God.  The key to understanding David’s confidence is in the words 
‘according to.’  He says it twice, ‘according to your steadfast love,’ and ‘according to your 
abundant mercy.’

David dares to ask God for mercy because he knows who God is, in other words he has a 
good theology.  ‘steadfast love’ is God’s hesed, His covenant love.  God has sworn that He 
will be our God and we will be His people.  Like a marriage covenant God does not cast us 
off for every sin but is committed to us for the long haul.  The ESV uses ‘steadfast’, the NIV 
uses ‘unfailing’.  David is saying that he believes that God love is bigger than our sins.  He 
knows that His God is more willing to forgive than punish; that God is slow to anger and 
always ready to forgive.  David talks than about God’s ‘abundant mercy.’  Is this the God 
you approach in repentance?  

You know that God is holy and sin is a terrible thing, but do you know God’s willingness to 
forgive sins?  If you do not know a God of grace who is willing to forgive your sin will send 
you running from God not to Him. 

David uses the language of blotting out his sin in v1.  Although the consequences of David’s 
actions follow him for the rest of his life and manifest in the sins of his children, the guilt of 
his sins is wiped out.  This theology is expanded in Ps. 103:8-12, ‘ The Lord is merciful and 
gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.  He will not always chide, nor will 
he keep his anger forever.  He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us 
according to our iniquities.  For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his 
steadfast love toward those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far does he
remove our transgressions from us.’  So the request for complete and thorough washing 
flows from this understanding of God v2.  Is this the God you come to after you have 
sinned?  Is the God of your own theology quick to anger and slow to forgive or slow to 
anger and quick to forgive?  You will remember what it was like when you were a child and 
you had broken something, or done some misdeed and you knew you had to tell your 
parents.  If you know they would lose their tempers and fly off the handle and overpunish, 
you would be very slow to confess; but if you knew they were gentle and patient and willing
to listen then this would make it easier.  And so it is with God.  Do you have a view of God 
like Sinai that anyone who touches the mountain will die, and there is thundering and fire; 
or do you have the God of Golgotha who walks the hill of death Himself to die for the wrong
you have done?  True repentance is a believing repentance, it has a view of the mercy and 
love of God and His willingness to forgive.  

Confessions

It is only a true view of God that can give us the courage to have a true view of our sins.  
We see this as David reflects on his sin and sinfulness in v3-6.  If we don’t have a clear 
sense that there is more grace in God than sin in us, we will feel compelled to minimize sin 
and make it less serious and smaller than it is.  Not only does true repentance have a true 
sight of God but it also has a true sight of sin.  

V3, ‘For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.’  Some are unable to dwell
on the horror of their sin because they think their sin is bigger than God can forgive.  But for
those who know God’s grace they can take in the full measure of their sin without being 
undone.  This is important because our hearts need the constant reminder of the magnitude
of our sins.  Repentance has two polarities like a magnet, there is the positive and drawing 
power of God’s goodness which feeds into our repentance, Paul alludes to this in Romans 



2:4.  But then there is also the horror over the sin itself and the understanding of what a 
terrible thing sin is.  This is like when one magnet repels another, so our knowledge of the 
sinfulness of sin drives and moves us in repentance.  

Feel David’s knowledge of his sin.  He knows his transgressions.  This however is more than 
an intellectual knowledge, he tells us that they are ever before him.  David may be recalling 
the guilt of that year of not owning up to his sin.  This may be a revealing of how it never 
left his mind and haunted him and drained the life from him.  We are at a great 
disadvantage in our age.  When our sin comes to haunt us all we have to do is distract 
ourselves.  Netflix, novels, games, Facebook, the dopamine squirts released in the brain 
every time we look at our phones, our ipads, our computers.  As modern people we have 
lost the art of reflection.  There are no empty spaces to allow the slow turn of our minds to 
wander about the various areas of our lives and to naturally bring out the emotional impact 
of our spiritual state.  There is also just plain business.  The pace of our lives makes our 
prayer times more like the pit-stops in a formula one race rather than the regular 
reconditioning of our engines which we need.  Is your life an endless stream of amusements
or work, or do you have space to feel the weight of your sins?  

V4, ‘Against you, you only have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you 
may be justified in your judgement.’  When we see our sin for what it is, we see it as 
against God, we see it as God sees it, and we see that there is no one to blame but 
ourselves.  Many today might be offended at the idea that David claims that he has sinned 
only against God and not Bathsheba, and Uriah, and Joab, and any other affected by his 
actions.  The very fact that people are offended reveals that we do not share David’s deeper
perspective on what sin is.  Since God alone is God, and His law alone is rule over us and 
defines sin, in the strictest sense we cannot sin against another person, we can only wrong 
them.  David is not trying to deny what he has done against others, rather he is gripped 
with the true nature of what sin is, it is high treason and rebellion against God.  

The objectifying perspective is found in his words, ‘and done what is evil in your sight.’  Try 
and imagine all the excuses David would have made at the time of his sin.  Other kings do 
what they want; I have worked hard and am allowed to indulge myself; I am the King.  
Many of these excuses would be based on what others do or think.  Other cultures might 
think it is ok and minimize the act.  We do that with our own sins don’t we?  We say things 
like, other people do it, or so-and-so does it and they call themselves a Christian, or this 
generation thinks it is ok.  How do we cut through these excuses and cover ups?  We view it
as God does, it is evil in His sight.  He names it a sin, evil, wicked, iniquity, unrighteous and 
we no longer argue but submit to what He says.  We call it what He calls it.  True 
repentance stops looking for excuses and starts looking at it as God does.  All sin is idolatry 
because we give our obedience and worship and sacrifice and tithes to another but not God.
One definition of sin I have heard recently is, ‘infinite devotion to a finite thing.’  God alone 
is infinite and deserves all of our obedience, worship, love, sacrifice, etc., but instead of 
giving it to God we give it to something less worthy, something finite.  All sin amounts to 
insulting God as we choose to serve another in His stead.  The Bible tells us that God is a 
jealous God, and if we make idols He either crushes them and rescues us from them often 
with great pain; or He judges us and gives us over to serve them.  When we agree with God
then we will also agree that we have sinned in a judgement worthy fashion, and count God 
blameless if He held our sins against us.  Unlike Adam and Eve we do not point the finger at
others, but rather at ourselves.  

David’s sight of his sin leads to a sight of his sinfulness, v5-6, ‘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.’  When we reflect on our evil, we go 
beyond the idea of the fact that we do bad things, to realizing that we are bad.  Our sin is 
deeper than our actions, it goes all the way into our hearts and natures.  We see our hearts 
as a constant source of evil, that all of our lives have been sinful from the first.  V5 and 6 
are a contrast between the sin we are and the holy requirements of God.  God calls for 
purity of heart but I am a sinner from conception and sinful through and through.  This 
contrast however is not hopeless, for God gives where He commands, ‘and you teach me 
wisdom in the secret heart.’  How does God helps us to grow?  Firstly, we need to be born 
again and indwelt by the Holy Spirit, but then the Spirit applies the truth to our hearts and 
we grow in strength and holiness.  David recognizes two things, firstly, growth comes from 
God, ‘You teach me.’  But secondly, the antidote to our indwelling sin is the truth applied by 
God to us.  Not just a head knowledge but knowledge applied.  

Requests

David has had a clear sight of His God and a clear sight of the sinfulness of his sin, now in 
v7-12 he makes a number of requests that ask for restoration from sins effects.  The first 
three have to do with a change on God towards David because of his sin, the last three 
have to do with the way sin has affected his heart and emotional life.  This is a big deal, not
only does David have the confidence to ask that he not be punished and his sins wiped out, 
but also that many of the consequences of his sins be removed as well.  This path has been 
mapped out by the Spirit through David to teach us what we can ask for when we seek 
restoration from the effects of sin.  

First and foremost in David’s mind is the guilt of his sin, v7, ‘Purge me with hyssop, and I 
shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.’  Not the negative effects of sin 
that cause him pain but the guilt that brings God’s judgement upon him is foremost in his 
mind.  This is of course where we too must put the emphasis.  Which is worse, the guilt of 
my sin or the sufferings my sin brings upon me?  Many today who do not emphasize the 
holiness of God and His judgement against sin feel uncomfortable talking about guilt and 
Jesus taking the guilt of our sins and dying as our substitute, but David recognizes that the 
main problem between God and sinners is not suffering but sin.  

Secondly, David asks for a reversal of the depression that sin has wrought, v8, ‘Let me hear 
joy and gladness; let the bones that you have broken rejoice.’  Ps. 32:3-4 reflects on God’s 
grip on David’s conscience and the pain that brought, ‘For when I kept silent, my bones 
wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy 
upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah.’  Should someone 
who has sinned seriously expect the return of joy, and a release from a guilty conscience?  
Yes!  David recognizes that God broke his bones, this is a way of talking about inner 
emotional strain in the psalms.  And if God forgives him, then not only are his sins forgiven 
but there is a return of God’s favour and joy can be restored.  David recognizes that there is
a period of heaviness over sin but at some point this should give way to joy.  The return of 
joy is possible to the returning sinner.  

Thirdly, David asks for God to let up on His fatherly displeasure, v9, ‘Hide your face from my
sins, and blot out all my iniquities.’  David is essentially saying, God stop seeing my sins and 
reacting to them, but forgive them so that they are blotted out.  God’s holy nature reacts 
negatively to sin, in His children as well as in the unbeliever.  When God reacts against sin in
the life of a believer who is backslidden in sin it can involve a lot of pain.  David has 
experienced much pain and asks for God to stop disciplining him.  There are certain 



consequences that will follow David for the rest of his life which will not be turned away, but
this is a request for God’s discipline to cease.  

Fourthly, David asks for a clean heart and a right spirit,’ v10, ‘Create in me a clean heart, O 
God, and renew a right spirit within me.’  Sin has a compounding effect in our lives that our 
hearts and general steadfastness are affected.  When we coddle and excuse sin it takes our 
hearts and they are no longer clean but cling to sin.  A ‘right’ spirit could also mean a 
steadfast spirit.  When we sin we give away our resolve and give in more often as our walls 
are compromised.  One sin usually leads to a series of sins, this is one of the reasons why 
you should never daily repentance.  David recognizes that his heart and track record of 
resolve have been badly hit by his period of backsliding and asks for a heart that loves 
holiness and a spirit that is steadfast.

Fifthly, there is some difference of opinion on what David means in this verse, perhaps 
David recognizes that the anointing of his office as King could be in jeopardy because of sin.
Saul had his office removed because of sin and was cast from God’s presence.  David fears 
this and asks that he not have his anointing as King removed.  David is also a man who has 
enjoyed moments of the Spirit inspiring praise and writing scripture through him.  We 
should recognize that during his times of sin he had grieved the Spirit and he would have 
lost his experience of the Spirit.  David could be asking for a restoration of the fullness of 
those experiences we have with God in prayer and worship.  We should not entertain those 
views that believe that in the OT saints only had the Spirit temporarily, this view creates 
more problems than it solves.  

Sixthly, David asks for the joy of his salvation to be restored, v12, ‘Restore to me the joy of 
your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit.’  David makes wonderful connection here
between the assurance of salvation and our ability to endure.  When we know we are 
children of God, and know the peace and joy of being His unburdened by guilty consciences 
due to us shooting ourselves in the foot with our own sinning, then we are upheld and 
motivated and can face temptation and trial.  

So what restoration do you need?  What effects of sin have taken root?  Have you lost your 
resolve against sin and are living a cycle of defeats?  Have you no joy and are unable to 
stand up to temptation or trial?  Have you grieved the Spirit and are empty of those 
precious experiences of God’s nearness?  Pray for restoration.  

Recommitments

The last part of the psalm is where David talks about 4 recommitments that flow from the 
life of the forgiven sinner.  Where sin has made David selfish and self-centred this past part 
of the psalm lists 4 natural outworkings of those who have been served by God’s grace.

Firstly, teaching other sinners about the grace of God, ‘Then I will teach transgressors your 
ways, and sinners will return to you.’   David as a forgiven sinner desires to teach other 
sinners the truth of God’s holiness and grace, and is confident that they will respond too and
return to God as he has done.  Here is a forgiven sinner taken with the beauty of God’s 
grace, that a God so holy should forgive a sinner so vile.  Is this your desire?  Are you so 
taken with God’s grace and its ability to save sinners that you desire to tell others and are 
confident that they too will respond.  Here is one of the secret ingredients to increasing your
personal evangelism, drink deeply again of the grace of God.  



Secondly, David knows that restoration from sin will result in the renewal of declaring God’s 
praises, v14-15, ‘Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, O God of my salvation, and my 
tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness.  O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will 
declare your praise.’  As a man who loved to sing and play the harp sin would have dried up
this area of his life.  Even his natural gifts would have dried up as his artistry and praise 
were so bound up with the condition of his heart.  He has felt too heavy to sing, and no 
right to sing, but with forgiveness the greatness of God’s grace grips the heart and must be 
expressed and honored beauty, poetry and song.  It must have a hearing and be presented 
in such a way that will win that hearing.  

Thirdly, David sees a renewal in religion, in the offering of sacrifices, but not empty religion, 
but in particular the sacrifices of a broken and contrite heart.  V16-17, ‘For you will not 
delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. The 
sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 
despise.’  David is a rich man and could give many sacrifices.  During his time in sin he 
probably continued to go through the habit of temple worship but with no heart.  Here 
David is recommitting himself to what God seeks from us in our worship, our humble 
worship.  David has come to see how God values the honest brokenness of a sinner who 
comes to a holy God for mercy.  This posture before God of owning our sin and falling down
before God with nothing but our sin to offer as we mourn our sin is an action that glorifies 
God and so He delights in it.  If a sinner who cannot fix himself falls before a holy God who 
he believes is willing to forgive sin, God’s holiness is magnified and God’s grace is magnified,
and the truth of His love for sinners is put on display.  God delights in it because it is true 
faith, a faith that sees itself and God truly, a faith that sorrows over sin, for all true faith is a
penitent and sorrowing faith.

Fourthly, prayer for others, v18-19, ‘Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; build up the 
walls of Jerusalem; then will you delight in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole 
burnt offerings; then bulls will be offered on your altar.’  In his sin David sought only his 
own happiness, this is the way sin works, it becomes all about what I want.  But now David 
seeks blessing on Jerusalem.  As King this was to be his desire, a desire he set aside for 
selfish purposes.  Inevitably his actions would have had a negative effect on his rule.  God’s 
grace and turned him outward and seeking the good of others. David has experienced the 
goodness of God leading to true worship and obedience and so prays that God would be 
good to all His people that all would experience the renewal he has.  It would result in true 
offerings and not empty religion.  

What do you need to take from this psalm today?  
Do you need to see a God willing to forgive sin?  Do you need to see His holiness that you 
would grow more in the horror of sin? Do you need more time and headspace for the 
sinfulness of your sin to sink in?
Do you need God’s aid with the effects of sin in your life, with its guilt, how it has stolen 
your joy, a ceasing of discipline, to reverse the effects on your heart and your resolve, to 
experience again the Spirit of God, or the return of your assurance of salvation?
Or do you need to recommit to tell sinners of God’s grace, to declare God’s grace in worship,
to humble yourself in true worship, or to pray for others?


