PSALM 51 – CONFESSION

City Gates 13th November 2016

This morning’s subject is ‘Confession’ and we are going to be based in Psalm 51.

Before we read Psalm 51 and explore the text of that psalm, we are going to back up a little and understand the events that led up to King David writing Psalm 51.

[The events that I am now going to briefly recount may be found in 2 Samuel chapters 11 and 12.]

Late one afternoon, when King David was walking about on the roof of his royal house, he saw a woman bathing.

He sent a staff member to find out who she was because she was a very beautiful woman, and David wanted her in his bed.

When the king wanted something, he got it.

His staff member reported that her name was Bathsheba, and that she was the wife of Uriah the Hittite who was away at war with Israel’s army.

David sent for her to come to his house, he took her to his bed and he had sex with her.

David eventually got Bathsheba pregnant, and that was something of a problem since her husband was away with the army battling against the Ammonites, and so he could not have got his wife pregnant.

David sent a messenger to the battlefield to recall Uriah home and David then encouraged him to sleep with his wife Bathsheba so that it would look as if the child was his, and not David’s.

However, Uriah would not partake of sex with his wife because the rest of the army was at war and he should not enjoy being with her when they were all on the battlefield.

David tried again by first getting Uriah drunk, but still he would not sleep with his wife while the army was away in battle.

For Uriah, it was a matter of honour not be enjoying sex with his wife while the army was in hardship on the battlefield.

So, David changed his tactics and he sent Uriah back to the battlefield along with instructions to the army’s commanding officer to place Uriah in the part of the battle that had the fiercest fighting, thereby effectively condemning Uriah to be killed in battle.

The inevitable happened and Uriah was indeed killed in battle, and Bathsheba went into the mourning period for her husband.

Once that mourning period was over, King David took her fully into his household, he made her his wife, and she bore him a son.

What David had done by committing adultery with Bathsheba and then murdering Uriah greatly displeased YHWH.

Two years then passed by, and the memory of what David had done with Uriah and Bathsheba went out of his mind and he just got on with life as king.

Then a prophet called Nathan was sent by YHWH to David, and he told the king a story which caused King David to be incensed at the injustice that happened to a vulnerable man in the prophet’s story.

David said to Nathan, “As surely as YHWH lives, the man who did this deserves to die.”

Then Nathan said to David, “You are the man! This is what YHWH, the God of Israel, says: ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you from the hand of Saul. I gave your master’s house to you, and your master’s wives into your arms. I gave you the house of Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have given you even more. Why did you despise the word of YHWH by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your own.’ This is what YHWH says: ‘Out of your own household I am going to bring calamity upon you. Before your very eyes I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and he will lie with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in secret, but I will do this thing in broad daylight before all Israel.’” Then David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against YHWH.” 

At that precise moment, King David had a choice to make about what he would do next.

He could have cut off Nathan’s head with the sword, and no-one would have dared to publicly question the king’s actions that had taken place in a private meeting with a prophet of YHWH.

But David did not do that and he also did not continue to act in a way that displeased YHWH – instead he wrote Psalm 51.

Out of King David’s deliberate and carefully planned sin came a psalm that is still well known and used today.

Now that we know the events that led up to David writing the psalm, let’s read Psalm 51 together.

PSALM 51
For the director of music. A psalm of David. When the prophet Nathan came to him after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba.

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge. Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me. Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place. Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity. Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me. Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will turn back to you. Save me from bloodguilt, O God, the God who saves me, and my tongue will sing of your righteousness. O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. In your good pleasure make Zion prosper; build up the walls of Jerusalem. Then there will be righteous sacrifices, whole burnt offerings to delight you; then bulls will be offered on your altar.

As we now think about King David’s confession in this psalm, we will do so in three contexts:

1. DAVID’S PUBLIC CONFESSION TO YHWH OF HIS REPENTANCE.

The person who set David’s words to music added the heading about the king’s sin of adultery (but not murder) in order to provide the context of this psalm, but David never mentioned any specific sin(s) in his psalm.

This psalm is not about David’s sin and nor is it about David confessing his sin – it is about David’s need of YHWH’s mercy because he sinned ‘with a high hand’ and therefore he deserved only death.

In order to understand ‘high-handed’ sin, we need to look back at how the old covenant’s sacrificial system provided restoration to those people who sinned.

NUMBERS 15:27-31
27An individual who sins unintentionally shall present a female goat a year old for a sin offering. 28And the priest shall make atonement before YHWH for the one who commits an error, when it is unintentional, to make atonement for the person, who then shall be forgiven. 29For both the native among the Israelites and the alien residing among them--you shall have the same law for anyone who acts in error. 30But whoever acts high-handedly, whether a native or an alien, affronts YHWH, and shall be cut off from among the people. 31Because of having despised the word of YHWH and broken his commandment, such a person shall be utterly cut off and bear the guilt.

For David to get what he wanted through his deliberate and planned adultery and murder was to sin with a high hand.

[Ten days ago a former North Wales Police superintendent was jailed for 12 years for historical child sex abuse.

For a leader such as a king or high ranking police officer and to use their position to further their own lusts is to sin with a high hand.]

2. DAVID’S PUBLIC CONFESSION TO YHWH OF HIS OWN SIN-STAINED NATURE.

As king, David abused his power and authority to get what he lusted after, while knowing perfectly well that what he did was to sin ‘with a high hand’ and that such sin lay outside the atonement provided for the people of YHWH under the old covenant’s sacrificial system.

That is why, in this psalm, David was not confessing his specific sins, but rather he was confessing that sin itself was embedded deep within his human nature.

David was recognizing that sin was within him because it had surely infected every human being to a greater or lesser degree.

As such, all that could help him was the mercy and forgiveness that he needed from YHWH, and that meant him receiving a completely new heart and a pure nature from YHWH.

3. DAVID’S PUBLIC CONFESSION OF YHWH’S NATURE IN THE MIDST OF HIS OWN NEED.

David knew that he had sinned ‘with a high hand’ but he did not abandon hope and in so doing deny the mercy of YHWH.

Instead, he threw himself and his sin-stained nature upon the sinless nature of the merciful and compassionate YHWH.

David needed YHWH’s nature to overcome his sin-stained nature and let YHWH’s love win over his own sin-stained nature.

So, David’s response to being confronted with his sin by Nathan is remarkable for a number of reasons.

ONE

David wrote a song about his repentance from his publicly-known sin and then he gave it to the worship leader for the song to be used in public worship.

Think about that for a few moments.

Thinks about how private we tend to be in our own lives.

It is perfectly normal for each of us to think possessively about ‘my’ home, ‘my’ time, ‘my’ family and ‘my’ career.

David was private with his sin, but he went public with his repentance.

In this psalm, David did not dwell on his sin, and nor did he even mention it.

Instead, he focused on his need for YHWH to do something for him that the sacrificial system of the old covenant could never do.

TWO

(v1) Have mercy on me, O God...  

David is not looking back at sin and despairing; he is looking forward to how YHWH can help him and hoping in YHWH.

This psalm is actually not about David’s sin at all – it’s about David himself and his need for YHWH to do something about his sin-stained nature.

This psalm is about the love nature of YHWH being greater than sin-stained human nature.

David knew that, apart from the mercy of YHWH, he was finished and his life was at an end.

THREE

(v5) Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.

David was recognizing and declaring that sin was part of his own human nature.

For a man who lived many hundreds of years before the incarnation, that was a remarkable insight.

David did not excuse himself by saying that everyone had sin within them – he focused only on himself and his own need of YHWH’s mercy and forgiveness.

Neither did David make comparisons with anyone else – he was doing serious personal business with YHWH because he was acutely aware of his own sin-stained nature.

FOUR

(v10) Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.

David wasn’t merely asking forgiveness for his sins against Bathsheba and Uriah – he was recognising that he really needed a completely new heart; he was recognising that he needed a new and clean nature that only YHWH could give to him.

Only a new and pure heart would do – the old heart would never keep him walking in the ways of YHWH, and David was only too well aware of that for himself.

In this respect, David was actually looking forward to the coming of the Messiah who would be in the line of David – he was looking forward to the sacrifice of YHWH that would deal with the sin-stained human nature itself.

FIVE

(v12) Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me.

David recognized his need to be changed from the inside out – and only YHWH could effect that change and bring joy back to David after his high-handed sin.

For a man who lived many hundreds of years before the incarnation, this was a remarkable insight.

Merely modifying his behaviour could never help David, and neither could merely observing the law’s rules and regulations – and David was only too well aware of that.

David knew that his only hope lay in what YHWH could give to him, but that was wholly dependent upon the mercy and compassion of YHWH.

SIX

(v16) You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.

David did not try to follow the religious tradition of his day, for he knew that only YHWH’s merciful nature expressed in his covenant love could help him after he sinned with a high hand.

David knew that the law would never be able to change him from the inside out, because it operated from the outside in.

Sin with a high hand lay outside the sacrificial system that could only offer a partial solution to forgiveness and reconciliation.

Only the work of YHWH could change David on the inside and so change the way that David behaved on the outside.

SEVEN

(v17) The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  

Many hundreds of years before Jesus walked on earth, David knew that the only hope for the human heart was brokenness and sacrifice.

David knew what brokenness would mean for him personally – but he needed it and he wanted it.

David effectively stood before YHWH and said, “Break my spirit, break my heart, and make my heart no longer capable of displeasing you.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]This was a remarkable transformation in a man whose lust had previously found expression through his sexual activity.

1 CHRONICLES 3:1-9
These were the sons of David born to him in Hebron: The firstborn was Amnon the son of Ahinoam of Jezreel; the second, Daniel the son of Abigail of Carmel; the third, Absalom the son of Maacah daughter of Talmai king of Geshur; the fourth, Adonijah the son of Haggith; the fifth, Shephatiah the son of Abital; and the sixth, Ithream, by his wife Eglah.  These six were born to David in Hebron, where he reigned seven years and six months. David reigned in Jerusalem thirty-three years, and these were the children born to him there: Shammua, Shobab, Nathan and Solomon.  These four were by Bathsheba daughter of Ammiel. There were also Ibhar, Elishua, Eliphelet, Nogah, Nepheg, Japhia, Elishama, Eliada and Eliphelet — nine in all. All these were the sons of David, besides his sons by his concubines.  

David had certainly been a busy man, because his sons born by his concubines were not listed here, and neither were all the daughters that were born to David.

But Psalm 51 tells us something of what was happening deep inside David – his lust to please only himself was being replaced by a deep love for YHWH and his ways, and a real need to please only YHWH.

It wasn’t a sudden transformation for David – but, then, is ours?  

And David lived around a thousand years before Christ.  

For David, there was no gospel – there was only the law.

Yet David’s heart yearned for YHWH in a way that the law could never achieve.  

David’s values were changing to become kingdom values many hundreds of years before that kind of concept became commonplace.

FOR CITY GATES CHURCH

1. We rest in the steadfast love and the abundant mercy of YHWH that is expressed to us in Christ – we do not rest on our own abilities and nor in our own ‘performance’.

2. YHWH desires ‘truthing’ in our inmost being – the operation of truth in our deepest place – so that we are a people of wisdom in that secret heart.

3. As we have thought about doubt, grumbling and depression so far in our series on Psalms, so we ask YHWH to restore to us the joy of our salvation and to sustain us in a willing spirit as we trust in him in the hard times.

4. Let us ask YHWH to open our lips so that our mouths might declare his praise and so that our tongues will sing aloud of our deliverance that is in YHWH.

5. Let us be a community of faith, hope and love that acknowledges every aspect of human life and emotion.

6. Let us love and care for all people as we recognise that every human being is made in the image of YHWH.
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