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Psalm 51
Confession, Repentance, Brokenness, Renewal

Background.  
Recount the historical background from 2 Samuel 11-12. You can touch on some of the issues raised in 2

Sam. 12 if you like for review or to touch on some points (which maybe you didn't have time to cover last time)
as a segue into this study.

Questions and issues.
You undoubtedly know various New Testament verses dealing with sin, confession, and repentance1. But it

is important to make them practical by relating to real life events such as David's and our own.  
Besides the obvious matters of understanding confession, repentance, and forgiveness, it is important to

realize our need to be able to hear God's voice speaking to us about our sins, sinfulness, and weaknesses;
developing a lifestyle of confession and repentance, not just occasionally or when we really mess up; avoiding
sin by having a close walk with God; the basis of our forgiveness; how not to abuse God's grace and forgiveness
(e.g., rationalizing sin by virtue of the fact that you can be forgiven, using forgiveness as an excuse to sin); the
reality of sin and how it offends God and hurts our relationship with God (esp. within the covenant relationship
framework); how to pray; honesty before God; that God loves us and wants to forgive us if we are truly
repentant, and there is no sin He can't forgive; the power of the cross of Christ for our forgiveness, renewal, and
spiritual healing; humility and brokenness before God. It is also helpful to understand that we cannot abuse
God's grace, for when we fall into sin and don't repent, God in His love disciplines us. 

It's easy to talk about sins of commission (doing things we shouldn't do), but what about sins of omission
(things we should do but don't)? Aside from obvious things like helping others, being a witness, sharing our
faith, helping and praying for fellow believers, etc., there are more fundamental omissions to talk about. How
about our walk with God? Do we make good use of our time, including our free time, in a way that would please
Him? Do we take time regularly to have genuinely meaningful, quality devotional times with God? Do we make
use of our time to pray, read Scripture, meditate on God's word like we should? Quality spiritual fellowship with
others? Not just socializing together, but also spiritual sharing, making each other accountable, praying
together... 

No matter how spiritual or mature we are, we need to realize and confess our spiritual weaknesses, sinful
tendencies, failing to spend time to develop true intimacy with God, attention to worldly things rather than to
God, and not giving God full worship and importance in our hearts (say, compared to worldly or selfish pursuits
and attitudes). When we become heart-broken over the state of our sinful hearts (e.g., v5) and the failings in our
spiritual lives, and when we become desparate for God and knowing Him intimately, then we become broken,
and brokenness should be our aim (not spiritual guilt trips, which have no lasting effect). If we can become
broken and renewed, then God's Spirit can really revive us and use us. 

Psalm 51
v1-2 He begins by appealing to God's unfailing love and compassing in seeking forgiveness. Why?

Why might we also do so? 

v3 What is the first step in forgiveness?  Why is that a prerequisite? (cf. I John 1:9)
What do terms like 'confession', 'forgiveness' and 'repentance' mean?

1 As noted previously, “confess” as in 1 John 1 and elsewhere in the New Testament is the Greek homologeo, literally
meaning “to say the same (thing)”, i.e., “to agree, acknowledge, admit” – agreeing with God that something is sinful, that one
has sinned, admitting and acknowledging one’s guilt; “repentance” (metanoia) = “(completely) changing one’s mind”, a total
attitude change.
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v4 Why do you think he says "against only you have I sinned"?  
How does God speak to us about our sins?  How are we to listen?  
How do we often not listen?  How often do we listen?

v5 What do we need to understand about ourselves?
How does this affect our confession?  Our worship?

v6 Discuss "truth in the inmost parts". What does that mean? How can we be more open and
honest toward God? 
Why does God desire that? What are the results of having this quality?  
What are the consequences of not having it?
What kind of wisdom do we require? How do we obtain it?  (cf. James 1:5)

v7 Explain the metaphors here. What is the point of praying like this if he/we have already
directly asked for forgiveness?2

Whom does David look to for the only possible source of forgiveness and cleansing? 
What is the problem of looking inward to ourselves for these needs? Why is this wrong, and
how can it get us into trouble? In what ways do we depend on our own selves? If this is so
misguided, why do we continue to do so? 

v8 What should be our reaction to experiencing God's forgiveness?  Why?  Do we do so?

v10 What is a pure or clean heart?  (cf. Matthew 5:8)  A steadfast spirit?
   

In what sense is God's presence and Spirit removed from us when we sin?  
(cf. Ephesians 4:30)

v12 What keeps us from experiencing spiritual joy? Why does sin take away our joy? (What is joy,
biblically speaking?) 

What is the benefit of his repentance?  
Does God desire for us to do so?  Why?
How can we help others learn from our mistakes?
Or are we afraid to share those things about ourselves?

v14-15 What else does God desire for us to do after being forgiven?

v16 What do we (or others) often do (that does not work) in obtaining forgiveness and release?
Why doesn't work?  If so, why do we turn to such ways?

v17 Discuss:  What is a broken spirit?  A broken heart before God?  A contrite heart?
Do you think you have these characteristics like you should?  Why?

v18-19 These verses speak of or alludes to restoration of the city walls and of the temple sacrifices.
In what way does this apply to our spiritual restoration? What is the result? 

Further discussion.3

How many times does David specifically ask for forgiveness in verses 1-9? Why so often? Is this just
babbling, or is it sometimes appropriate to pray repeatedly like that?

Why does David put his confession into a psalm a worship song for temple worship? What does
confession have to do with worship? 

2 White symbolizes holiness and purity. Hyssop was a plant used to sprinkle blood on a person being
purified. The Israelites sprinkled doorposts with hyssop during the exodus (Exodus. 12:22); it was used in the ritual
ceremonies for purifying lepers and houses of lepers (Leviticus 14:4-7, 48-53), and for purifying a person made
unclean from touching a dead body (Numbers 19).

3 For homework or on your own, you may look at Psalm 80. While Ps. 51 deals with individual sin,
confession, and repentance, Ps. 80 deals with sin at the corporate level. This is a prayer of national repentance or
community repentance. The writer deals with the sin of his people or nation. You may apply this to contemplating
your group, community, country, etc. — what things are you all guilty of, lacking in, in need of confessing?

2



What do we confess besides sins we've committed? What about sins of omission? What omissions
might we be “guilty” of?4  
For example, how about neglect or inadequate attention to your spiritual life and relationship with
God? How might such things grieve the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:30)?

Discuss the psalmist's view of God's character, and how the psalm reflects this attitude; discuss how a
proper view of God affects how he addresses God here, his attitude, and his reasons for repentance.
Why is it necessary to have a proper view of God's love and a proper view of God's holiness? How does
that affect our spiritual attitudes, behavior, spiritual life, and relationship with God?  

Notes. 
A question that younger Christians are likely to bring up is the possibility of losing salvation. This is

somewhat controversial among Christians, as some believe it is possible to lose one's salvation. However, the
best argument one could make here is that a continual lifestyle of seriously sinful behavior and rejecting Christ
might lead to losing one's salvation, based on a few verses in John, 1 John, Hebrews, etc. However, there is no
biblical support for the idea that a single mortal' sin can cause one to lose one's salvation (such as committing
suicide, a common example, or dying with unconfessed sins). In terms of our salvation, all is forgiven in Christ. 

However, when we talk about forgiveness and salvation, we have to distinguish between our positional
forgiveness in Christ from our momentary relational forgiveness. When we accepted Christ, we are forgiven in
terms our general position and relationship before God. Before we were completely estranged from God,
enemies of God, not knowing God. Now we have entered into a binding covenant relationship with Christ, and in
terms of our status before God, all of our sins  past, present, and future  are covered by the blood of Christ.

But a relationship must be maintained, and sins we commit along the way impair the relationship. They do
not end the relationship, but do seriously interfere with the relationship, and so we must seek forgiveness on a
moment by moment, day by day basis of our specific sins. We may not realize all our sins we've committed, but
when we sincerely confess our sins and sinfulness, He forgives us (1 Jn 1:9), but as this lesson teaches, God
wants to speak to us about our sins that we don't yet realize, and we need to listen. 

Many evangelicals do not believe in the possibility of losing salvation, but rather hold to the view of eternal
security "once saved, always saved". If questions on this come up, it is best to teach this view, because it is the
most biblical, and because it will spare younger Christians much confusion (like doubting their salvation or the
security of their salvation, which is natural for young believers but is a weakness of immaturity and a form of
spiritual attack from Satan to cast doubt on their salvation), and it will dispel false notions like the possibility of
losing one's salvation due to one single sin. We hold to this view because the Bible teaches that Christ "became
sin for us" (2 Cor. 5:21), and that as God his sacrifice was fully effective to obtain salvation for all who believe.
Losing salvation would be inconsistent with God's nature, and with His status as our Father He can't disown His
own. We became Christians entirely by God's grace (Eph. 2:8-10), not by anything we did; we did not work our
way or will (simply choose) our way into salvation, so we can't work our way or will ourselves out of it. Making
salvation dependent on good behavior, i.e., works is tantamount to making salvation conditional on our good
deeds, which is legalism and contrary to the gospel of grace.  

However, we cannot abuse God's grace, for as the last study indicates, God disciplines His children whom He
loves (Heb. 12) when we continue to sin, and even with forgiveness there are consequences to our sins. 

4 We not only confess specific sins, but sin in general – our sinfulness, sinful nature, our need for God; we
also confess our spiritual and moral weakness, and if we really realize the depth of our weakness and sinfulness,
and how much we need God’s grace, then we can begin to develop an attitude of spiritual humility and brokenness
before God. 
The purpose of this is not to instill a guilt trip, but to be honest toward God and to take our spiritual lives more seriously.
Besides, guilt trips are generally short-lived fits of emotion or self-pity, which are among Satan's favorite tricks, because they
are self-focused rather than God-focused, are emotionalistic and lack genuine substance, and have no lasting positive
spiritual benefits. 
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