Psalm 51
David Teaches us the Prayer

Of a Forgiven Sinner
We all know David as the King of Israel, and the writer of most of the Psalms in the Bible.  We also know David as a great warrior who fought and won many battles which enlarged the territory of the ancient land of Israel.  We know David as the good example of a man of faith who relied fully on God during his battle with the giant warrior Goliath.  And finally, we know David as the man who fell into the sins of adultery and murder, and had to be reprimanded by his pastor before admitting his sin before God.

What we may not know is that David’s experience of falling deep into sin produced in him a clearer understanding of what forgiveness is all about.  David passed that understanding on to God’s people through a psalm that serves as a model prayer for each of us, who, perhaps have not sinned in the same way as David did, but who need God’s forgiveness every bit as much as David did.
If the incident of David’s falling into sin with Bathsheba, and subsequently killing her husband is not fresh in your mind, you may want to read it first before studying this psalm.  It is found in 2 Samuel 11:1 to 12:15.  King David begins this prayer pleading for forgiveness, but ends it singing God’s praise.  This is truly a model prayer which should be known by everyone.

1Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  2Wash away all my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin.
David begins this prayer by asking that God would grant him something he knows he does not deserve.  David asks God for mercy.  Just what is mercy?  In other parts of the Bible we learn that mercy surrounds those who trust in the Lord (Ps 32:10); mercy is promised to all who call on him (Ps 86:5); God’s mercies never come to an end (Lam 3:22,23).  In mercy, God gives us a new life with Christ (1 Peter 1:3; Eph 2:4,5).  What is mercy?  It is God’s compassionate, unending love for sinful, rebellious mankind.  No one deserves God’s mercy, rather, we all deserve his wrath.

Knowing that there is nothing good in him to deserve that mercy, David prays that it would come solely according to God’s unfailing love, and not on the basis of any merit or worthiness on his part (Titus 3:5; Eph 2:8-9).  This is the same attitude that Daniel had as he prayed to God while in Babylon (Daniel 9:18 ff).  We too, should pray that God would continue his love for us, not because of the way we are, but because of the way God is, holy and compassionate.  Actually, we pray for God’s mercy in spite of the way we are.
We have a loving, compassionate God, who does not treat us as our sins deserve (Ps 103:10).  Rather, he remembers that we are but dust (Ps 103:14) and saves us because of his own purpose and grace (2 Tim 1:9).  David realizes that nothing sinful can ever enter heaven (Rev 21:27), and so asks God to wash all his evil away, so that no trace of sin remains.  Since we humans are sinful, our only hope is that God would purify us, solely out of his constant love and kindness, and make us acceptable for eternal life.

In the New Testament, we learn that Jesus is God’s kindness and love (Titus 3:4).  Jesus is our righteousness and holiness, our redemption (1 Cor 1:30).  Only Jesus can free us from our sins (Rev 1:5b), and keep us blameless before God.
Let us then, take David’s example.  As we pray, let us remember that we deserve nothing good from the Lord, yet, we can totally depend on his willingness to bestow love and mercy to all those who call upon his name.

3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.

What does David mean here, when he says, “I know my transgressions”?  Does he perhaps mean that he can name every sin he has ever committed, or that he is conscious of sinning each time he sins?  No, that cannot be what he is suggesting, for we hear God speaking elsewhere through David and other prophets, telling each of us that we cannot know all our errors.  We are to pray instead that God would cleanse us from the faults which are hidden from us (Ps 19:12), hidden by our sinful flesh and imperfect minds.  The human heart is corrupt – no one can understand it (Jeremiah 17:9)
Rather, David means to say that he knows how sin affects him – it is always before him, confronting him all day long.  In the same way, Paul says that though he desires to do good, he cannot carry it out (Rom 7:18), for evil is right there with him (v 21).  Sin contaminates everything we do.  “There is no one who does good, not even one.” Psalm 14:3  Next to God’s perfect righteousness, all the acts of righteousness which we do for God still appear to him like filthy rags (Is 64:6).  We cannot even pray to him without his help, his Spirit must intercede for us (Rom 8:26,27).

4Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proven right when you speak and justified when you judge.

David expresses a point we may often overlook in our daily living when he says he has sinned against God only.  David is not denying that he had sinned against others, he certainly knew that he had sinned against Uriah by taking his wife, and against his people by his shameful example.  So why does he confess that his sin was only against his Lord (see also 2 Sam 12:13)?  David is emphasizing that all his actions are accountable to God.  Joseph also thought first of all of his relationship to God as he resisted the advances of Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39:7-9).  We too should have this attitude, for some day we all must stand before God, to give an account of our lives (Rom 14:12; 2 Cor 5:10).
Because God’s Law demands a perfect life from each of us, we are accountable to him in everything (Rom 3:19).  God alone is holy (1 Sam 2:2), and our very nature is hostile to him (Rom 8:7; Col 1:21).  This nature makes any judgment God might pronounce on us totally just, any hardship we might experience duly deserved.  Hence David confesses, “you are proven right when you speak and justified when you judge.”  
Some people have the idea, since God is justified to bring hardship upon us because of our sins, that when we experience hardships, God is punishing us for our many sins and shortcomings.  But we should not think that way, however.  Nowhere in Scripture does God ever tell us that he punishes us for our sins by giving us hardships.  Rather, God tells us that hardships are methods he uses to strengthen our faith and increase our dependence on him -- see Rom 5:3-5 or 1 Cor 10:13.
Because God is perfect, he cannot be criticized for the way he permits events in our lives to occur.  He knows what is best for us.  Realizing this, our daily attitude in life should be one of constant praise and thanksgiving for the many blessings we enjoy, rather than one of complaining about the few hardships and sorrows we experience (1 Pet 3:9; 1 Cor 4:8-13).

Not only are our hardships well deserved, but on a larger scale, the plagues which God promises for this earth – the droughts and earthquakes (Matt 24:7), the darkening of the sun (Is 13:10), and the melting of the elements themselves (2 Pet 3:12) – which will occur at or before the end of time, are all judgments which this planet truly deserved long ago.  Only because of his love and his desire that all should come to repentance, is God presently holding back the full force of his wrath (2 Pet 3:8,9).
5Surely I have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.
David further expounds on his sinful state.  Not only is his sin with him every day, but it has been with him since the time he was conceived in his mother’s womb.  This is God’s explanation as to why each of us is sinful.  As we look around at the world in which we live, it is not too difficult to see the evil which permeates all of human society.  What race or tribe or culture is without greed, envying, laziness, or hatred, as well as murders, thefts, and adulteries?  Many people have made the assumption that societies are responsible for corrupting the individuals who are born into them.   Their philosophy is that if only the perfect society could be created, the problems of man could be solved.  Many philosophers have dreamed of such earthly utopias, have written extensively about them, and have devoted their lives to bringing them about.  Each has failed, and the dreams of those who yet struggle to build a heaven on earth will never be realized.

God, however, speaks the opposite philosophy.  We learn in this verse that each individual is already sinful at his conception.  This is the Almighty’s answer as to why there is evil in every society on earth.  It is not society that corrupts individuals, but individuals who corrupt society.  For this reason, Jesus came and preached the only message that can help mankind – “Repent, and receive the forgiveness that comes from God” (see Luke 24:47; Acts 5:31; 26:18; et al).  

God tells us clearly, however, that it was not his original intent that all his creation be corrupt and sinful.  God created a world which was good in every way.  As scripture says: “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” (Gen 1:31)  Rather, mankind is responsible for the mess we are in.  Our ancestor Adam disobeyed and brought this mess upon the world.  We too, individually, have all disobeyed God and are guilty of the mess we find ourselves in.

In this verse, David confesses that he was conceived in sin.  So it is with each of us.  We are born into sin, deserving God’s wrath (Eph 2:3).  This truth is so important that the Holy Spirit has written it in several places.  He tells us that the imagination of our hearts is evil from youth (Gen 8:21), our sin is like an inherited disease (Job 14:4; 25:4; John 3:6).  Because the first sin of Adam has been passed down to us (Rom 5:12), the entire world is a prisoner to sin (Gal 3:22).  In God’s eyes, we are all born dead (Eph 2:1).  We can only come to life by hearing and believing the words of Jesus (John 5:24,25).

This is a difficult teaching for the human mind.  It is easy to blame society for all our ills, but it is hard to admit that the evil in us is innate.  When we see a little baby we like to think of it as pure and sweet and innocent.  But God, who searches the heart (Rev 2:23), sees the child as it really is, a sinful creature who is as deserving of hell as the rest of us.

Because this teaching is difficult to accept, many heresies have arisen over it.  All the pseudo-Christian cults and even many Christian sects today believe that a baby is born an innocent child of God and remains so until it can ‘reason.’  Others may admit that a child is born sinful, but they teach that it does not become guilty of its sin until an “Age of Accountability.”  By this they go beyond what is written in scripture, because God nowhere says children are not accountable for their behavior, rather, he says that he holds the entire world accountable (Rom 3:19), and does not exempt little children.  In fact, God declares that the wicked go astray from the womb, erring from birth (Ps 58:3).  Also, if a baby were not guilty of its sin, no infant could justly die, for death is the price of sin (Rom 6:23).
Moreover, God tells us that everyone must have faith in order to please God (Heb 11:6).  Our human reason asks, ”But how is it possible for a baby to have faith?”  But we must not let our sinful reasoning have the last word.  God’s Word assures us that little ones can believe in him (Matt 18:6), and that babies and infants sing praise to God (Matt 21:16).
We believe falsely if we believe that faith is a deduction we arrive at after hearing God’s Word.  If it were, faith could only exist in the mature mind.  But the best example of faith that Jesus shows us is the faith that a little child has (Luke 18:15-17).  God tells us that faith in Him is a gift (Eph 2:8), not something of our own doing.  Because it is a gift, God gives faith to all whom he chooses, even infants.
How does God grant faith to an infant?  We read in Romans that “faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ.” (Rom 10:17)  So through the Word, God works faith in his people, old and young alike.   God’s Word declares that baptism is a washing of water with the Word (Eph 5:26), a washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5).    Baptism saves us (1 Pet 3:21).  Peter declared to the earliest believers that the promises of baptism – forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit – are for adults and children alike (Acts 2:38,39).  Because the earliest believers had this understanding of baptism, entire households were baptized when the parents came to faith (Acts 16:15; 16:33; 1 Cor 1:16).  
Although infant baptism is questioned by many Christians today, we do not have historical record of doubters until 100 years after Jesus ascended.  Baptism was seen as the Christian version of circumcision (Col 2:11-12) – a cutting off of the old way of living for self, and living for God instead.  Just as circumcision was something “done to” a child in a God-fearing family, baptism was “done to” a child.  Even after the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century, infant baptism was considered in agreement with the scriptures.  Only in the last 400 years of Christianity has “believer’s baptism” – something only “done by” a believer -- been a prominent teaching in many denominations.

Infant baptism expresses our utter dependence on God for salvation.  We are not born as children of God, we must be adopted into his family (Rom 8:23; Gal 3:26 – 4:7).  It is compared to being a wild branch of fruit tree being grafted onto a cultivated tree trunk (Rom 11:11-24).  Yet, God grafts in only those whom he chooses (Rom 9:15).  We are not reborn because of our desire to be his (John 1:13), but because of his desire to be our God (Jer 31:33).  We cannot boast that we have found the Light, our Savior Jesus, rather he has found us.
So when we bring an infant forward to be baptized, we are confident by faith that God will work through the washing by water and the Word, making that child his own, giving him or her the precious gift of faith and forgiveness of sins.

6 Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you teach me wisdom in the inmost place.
God does not want sin to live in us, rather, he wants to fill our hearts with truth and wisdom.  Reading this verse in the context of the preceding verses, we understand what this truth and wisdom is.  Though the worldly philosophies of our day may tell us that mankind is basically good, and that man is always evolving toward perfection, the truth is that we are basically evil and becoming more and more corrupt every day.  So how can we get truth and wisdom into our ‘inner parts?’
God has given us his Word to equip us to do works which serve his kingdom (2 Tim 3:15-17).  Let us use his Word daily to grow in understanding of his will for our lives.  Let us attend church and Bible classes regularly, and practice daily reading of the scriptures at home.

David mentions the ‘inmost place.’  This place is his conscience.  God has given each person a conscience, which gives him or her a sense of right and wrong.  Let us pray daily for a conscience which is wise before God, which will regularly steer us away from serving ourselves and move us instead toward serving our God with the talents he has given us.

7 Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.
Hyssop is a small plant with many little leaves, which made it a useful tool for Israel’s ceremonial sprinklings.  The priest would dip the plant in water or blood and shake it over the article to be cleansed (see Lev 14:51), including over the entire congregation.

David looks beyond this ceremony to his Savior, God.  He knows that God is his real high priest, and from him alone forgiveness flows.  But notice the degree of forgiveness he prays for.  David does not pray to be relieved of just a small portion of his sin (as some have been taught to pray a prayer that relieves just a few years of purgatory).  Instead, David prays to become whiter than snow.  The color white symbolizes an absence of sin.  Thus, David prays to be spotless.

Contrary to what some religions may teach, there is no such thing as partial forgiveness, a forgiveness of some sins but not others.  At the last day, when every one of us stands before the judgment seat of God, we will be there either will all our sins condemning us, or with all our sins covered by the blood of Christ.  Though our sins be like scarlet, God makes them as white as snow (Is 1:18).  Though we are filthy in his sight, God makes us clean by the Word (John 15:3).

The forgiveness that comes to us through Christ places us under an obligation, however.  God commands us now to “Forgive, as the Lord forgave you” (Col 3:13; Eph 4:32).  We are to become channels of forgiveness in this world, through which God’s love will flow to others.  We have been freed from our slavery to sin, and have thereby become slaves to Christ (Rom 6:22).  Forgiving others is a Christian obligation – it is not an option.  When Peter asked Jesus if he should forgive someone seven times for a wrong against him, Jesus answered ‘No, forgive him seventy times seven” (Matt 18:22).   Jesus even tells us that if we do not forgive others’ sins against us, we will not be forgiven for the ways we have offended God (Matt 6:15).
8 Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice.

With David’s prayer for mercy and forgiveness comes his request for joy and gladness.  Although each of God’s people must have an attitude of penitence, our lives are not ones of a long face, but our lives are lives of joy.  This joy is a gift coming from God (John 15:11).  Only the child of God can know true joy.  The joys and laughter of this world are only temporary, but the joy of the knowledge of God’s love and forgiveness is eternal.  As Christians, we realize that through the work of Christ, we have peace with God (Rom 5:1).  To spread the gospel means to spread the Good News that the barrier of sin which separates God and man has been broken down – we are no longer objects of God’s wrath, but freed from our sins (Rev 1:5b), and heirs of the hope of eternal life with him (Titus 3:7)!
9 Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity.  10Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.

With these words, David expresses the only hope for mankind.  We all are sinful, but heaven is perfect.  Only those who are clean and pure will be admitted into heaven (Ps 24:3,4).  Our only path to heaven is this: that God will close his eyes to our sins, and look instead to the perfect life of Christ.  Christ’s perfect life hides our sinful lives (Col 3:3).  On the last day, when God appears to judge all people, many will try to hide themselves from him.  They will cry to the rocks “Fall on us and hide us!” (Rev 6:15-17), but for them there will be no escape.  Those who cling to Christ as their only hope will find a shelter in the Rock that hides us from the wrath of the Almighty God.

David prays that God would create a pure heart in him, because he knows that neither he nor any man has the ability to make his heart clean (Prov 20:9).  A new heart and new spirit must be created and put into him by God.  Without that new heart, there is nothing in David which is good.  Even David’s natural gifts --- his courage, his musical and leadership abilities – are worthless without God’s renewing power.  So it is with us.  Each of us has a wide variety of talents, each of which is a gift from God.  But unless a person has a heart made clean and a spirit renewed by God’s Holy Spirit, he will use his talents to glorify himself, not God.  Therefore it is the Lord’s desire to put a new heart and spirit into every person (Ez 18:31,32; 36:26-28).  If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation, the old has gone, the new has come! (2 Cor 5:17)
11Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.  12Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit to sustain me.
David expresses his desire to be continually in the presence of God, experiencing the joy of knowing the salvation that belongs to God’s people.  Before he had confessed his sins, David did not feel that joy – his conscience bothered him daily (Ps 32:3,4).  But when he confessed his sin, God was faithful and just, forgave his sin, and purified him (1 John 1:9).  Only those who confess their sins are assured that the Holy Spirit is in them.
Because of our sin, we are all born with an inner vacuum, a feeling of discontent with life in general.  We may try to deny it, we may try to fill this vacuum with things of this world.  And in our Western culture many around us will tell us to buy their product to become better looking, or more accepted by others, or more satisfied with our lives.  Even Christians fall prey to them, trying to find happiness in things that do not deliver.
But man was created in the image of God, and designed to be God’s dwelling place.  And although we rebelled and shattered that image, God has made peace with us through the blood of Christ (Col 1:20), and now builds up those who believe into a dwelling place where he lives by his Spirit (Ep 2:22).  Let us all strive to be “living stones in God’s spiritual house (1 Pet 2:5)!
We notice also that David prays for a ‘willing’ spirit.  David was certainly a man of God, yet he realized that his body worked against God’s Will when he lusted after another man’s wife and took her for himself.  We are no different.  We all have bodies corrupted by sin, desiring what is contrary to the Holy Spirit’s desire (Gal 5:17).  Even the apostle Paul says the good things he desires to do he does not do (Rom 7:14-25).  Let us then, with David, pray for a willing spirit from God which will overcome our naturally unwilling bodies and direct us to a right relationship and service to our Lord.
13Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will turn back to you.
With a conscience cleared of its guilt and filled with joy, David promises to spread the news of God’s forgiveness.  Verses 13 to 17 are his vow of gratitude for God’s forgiveness.  To tell others the news of God’s grace is our joy also, we who are also forgiven of our sins.  But many of us feel inadequate to tell others.  We think we need formal training.  We think we might say something wrong.  And so we remain silent.  How sad.  We have the joy of knowing our sins are taken care of, we know we have been made perfect for heaven by Jesus, and yet we remain silent.
Yet telling others is God’s command to us (Matt 28:19-20).  Our lifestyle is the best way to tell others what is in our hearts.  As we live our lives, people see what our faith means to us.  Peter encourages us to “Live such good lives among the pagans that … they may see your good deeds and glorify God” (1 Pet 2:12).
Paul encourages us from his prison cell to “do everything without complaining or arguing … in a crooked and depraved generation .. [to] shine like stars … as [we] hold out the word of life” (Phil 2:14-16).  Each of us can share the Gospel with others as we live our lives in ways that “let our light shine” (Matt 5:16) for others to see what forgiveness means to us.  This is how we “teach transgressors your ways” so that “sinners will turn back to you.”
14Save me from bloodguilt, O God, the God who saves me, and my tongue will sing of your righteousness.” 
David prays to be delivered from bloodguilt, that is, from being guilty of murder.  Since this is part of his vow of gratitude, this cannot be another plea to be forgiven of his sins, David has already expressed that his sins before God are taken away.  David is thinking of his bad example before his countrymen.  Israel was notorious for her lack of sincere devotion to God.  Who knows how many backsliding believers of David’s day fell away completely upon hearing of his sin?  David understood what Jesus later taught, that God holds accountable those who cause others to sin (Matt 18:6,7).

Not only our bad examples, but our failure to speak up when we should is also sin.  James says that anyone who knows the good he ought to do, but doesn’t do it, sins (Jam 4:17).  And in Ezekiel we read that someone who does not warn a person of his particular sin becomes guilty of that person’s blood (Ez 3:17-21).  What a responsibility God has given us!  
Just as important as speaking to non-Christians is speaking with Christians about the forgiveness God has given us.  As we share our faith with other Christians, as we ‘sing of God’s righteousness’, we strengthen each other (1 Th 5:11; Col 3:16; Heb 3:13) and make it easier for us and them to witness to non-Christians.  Let us regularly join together with fellow believers to grow in love, knowledge, and depth of insight (Phil 1:9), to build each other up and urge each other onward toward greater love and service to our Lord (Heb 10:24)!
15O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise.”
This is the prayer the Christian loves to pray.  Because of our sin, we cannot praise God by ourselves, he must open our lips.  When we witness our faith, we do so only with the help of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3b).  As forgiven people of God, we have an assignment from Jesus himself – to preach repentance and forgiveness of sin to all the world (Luke 24:47).  As we respond to this command, let us remember that God promises to always be near us (Matt 28:20), and to always help us in this life (John 15:7).  When we speak God’s truths, we can speak with confidence, because we know it is not us, but the Holy Spirit who speaks through us (Matt 10:20).
16You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 
 you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.”
Although in David’s day sacrifices were made daily for various sins, and burnt offerings were given twice daily, morning and evening, we learn here that these did not please God.  This statement is surprising, since God had prescribed them.  What can this mean?  David is looking beyond the physical to the spiritual.  He realizes that sacrifices are only outward actions, visible to people, and able to be done by believer and non-believer alike.  

So it is today.  Although regular church offerings and tithing are fine external acts, the acts themselves do not please God.  God knows the reasons for all our actions, even better than we know ourselves (Ps 139:4).  The things we do for God ought to be done out of love for what he has done for us.  These actions should come from our hearts, spontaneous, flowing as fruits of our faith.  Any religious group that compels its members to respond according to a set standard, such as offering a tithe of income, is teaching wrongly.  Actions done out of compulsion are unacceptable to God.  “Everything that does not flow from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23).    “Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.”      (2 Cor 9:7)
When we learn here that God was not really interested in the many sacrifices that were offered to him in Old Testament times, combined with the fact that animal sacrifices are done away with since the sacrifice of Jesus for us, we may think that there are no sacrifices that God wants from his New Testament people.  But nothing could be further from the truth.

We are told to continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise (Heb 13:15).  In other words, God wants us to talk about what he has done for us with the people we meet.  God wants us to do good and share what we have with others (Heb 13:16).  These are our sacrifices today.  Even more so, God wants us to offer our bodies as living sacrifices (Rom 12:1-2).  In other words, to dedicate our entire being to living for him.  And, of course, this includes our money.  Paul clearly tells us that the monetary offerings we make toward the Lord’s work are considered a fragrant offering, and an acceptable sacrifice to God (Phil 4:14-18).
17The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.

David now defines for us the most important type of sacrifice God looks for from his people -- nothing less than the broken spirit of a repentant and contrite heart.  How can we get such a heart?  Ironically, the easiest way to have a broken and a contrite heart is to take an honest look at ourselves and see that we do not have broken and contrite hearts.  We are all proud by nature.  We all find it impossible to humble ourselves the way God wants us to.
David experienced the consequences of his pride.  Proud of his accomplishments on the battlefield, he stayed home and let those under him do the fighting.  Seeing a beautiful woman bathing, he let his prideful reasoning overrule the commands of God, and he took this married woman to satisfy his lusts.  Caught in the act of adultery, his pride clouded his thinking as he tried to cover his sin through deceit and murder.  But God was not deceived, and used the prophet Nathan to confront David and his sinful pride.

What a blessing it was for David to have his sin exposed!  We find from Psalm 32, how David’s conscience had bothered him over the many months before he humbled himself and confessed his sin.  David could find no peace of mind while he was covering up his sins.  But when Nathan confronted him, his proud spirit broke, and he could once again experience the joy and peace that comes from knowing he was again right with God.
And so it is for each of us.  We all have sinful pride lurking behind our daily behavior.  Do we look at David’s behavior and think to ourselves that at least we have not murdered and committed adultery the way David did?  Although it is easy to think this way, Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:21-30 show us that we all are guilty of murder, we all are guilty of adultery.

May God so work in our hearts to humble us and break our spirits, that we acquire the type of heart that God looks for in his children!
18In your good pleasure make Zion prosper;  build up the walls of Jerusalem.  

19Then there will be righteous sacrifices, whole burnt offerings to delight you;  then bulls will be offered on your altar.

Though Zion and Jerusalem can refer to the physical city, often in Hebrew poetry these terms refer to God’s people collectively.  This is the best way to understand them here.  David is praying for the prosperity of his people – the nation of Israel.  Not so much for their earthly prosperity, but more importantly, for their spiritual prosperity, that is, for the strengthening of their faith.
One may ask at this point why the mention of building the walls of Jerusalem?  There is no record in Scripture that the actual walls of Jerusalem had been damaged during David’s reign, why does he pray that the walls be built up?

The answer is that David was speaking figuratively.  He knew that the spiritual walls of Jerusalem had indeed been damaged.  David, as king, was also a spiritual leader of his people.  Word certainly got out that David had killed an innocent man after committing adultery with his wife.  How many people may have learned of David’s sins and used his example as an excuse to copy him?  Or how many people may have used David’s example as an excuse to stop trusting in God?  

We will never know how deeply David’s behavior adversely affected the people under him.  But we can be confident that his actions did tear down the walls of Jerusalem so that they needed to be built again. 
In the same way, each of us is being watched by others.  Our children, the people we work with, the friends we have made at church and in our neighborhood, all look to us as an example of what a Christian is like.  What a responsibility!  We are the picture of Christ that others see.  May we always be conscious of this, and conduct ourselves in ways that “build up” the walls of the Church, not tear them down!

When we conduct ourselves in ways that give glory to our God, we are offering righteous sacrifices – offerings pleasing to our Lord.  Ever since Jesus offered himself as the only true Sacrifice that pays for our sins, there is no command to offer animal sacrifices anymore.    But we do still offer sacrifices to our Lord:  we are told that confessing the name of Jesus is a “sacrifice of praise” (Heb 13:15), that doing good and sharing with others is a sacrifice that pleases God (Heb 13:16), and that the monetary offerings we share with our local church are sacrifices pleasing to God (Phil 4:18).  Indeed, scripture tells us to offer our bodies as “living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God,” by abstaining from living the way the world lives.  This is how Christians worship (Rom 12:1).
David’s bad example of falling into sin by lusting after Bathsheba, taking the next step by committing adultery with her, then trying to cover his sin by killing her husband, could have set him on a path to his own eternal destruction.  But when confronted by his pastor for his wrongdoing, he confessed his sins and turned to the grace of his loving God.  If only the people of our day would take David’s example.
Many people today do exactly what David did.  The mores of society which once largely restrained sexual behavior outside of marriage no longer influence our unbelieving society.  Many people today commit adultery without shame, as sex without commitment is considered natural and normal.  They commit murder if they hide the ‘product of conception’ through using legalized abortion.  They refuse to humble themselves and admit their sins by claiming that living this way is a constitutional right.  We have become a society that accepts the sins of David as normal behavior.
Those who have not committed murder or adultery in the ways that David did should not think that their sins are any less severe.  All sins – large and small –  separate us from having a relationship with our Creator-God.  Each of us has sinned in ways that justify our being sent to hell when we die.

If only people would continue to follow David through to his example of repentance and turning to his God for forgiveness.  Only in this way can they restore their relationship with God their Creator.  There is no sin that is so large that the blood of Jesus cannot cover.  There is no person alive that is beyond being reconciled to the God he has offended.  Only by clinging to the mercy of God do any of us have hope for eternal life.

So, let us take David’s example, humbling ourselves and admitting that we have sinned and done evil in God’s sight.  But let us also rejoice that because of the life and death of Jesus, our sins are taken away, our relationship with our Heavenly Father is restored.  As we trust the work of Jesus on our behalf, we can be sure of living with him in heaven for eternity!

This booklet was prepared for your spiritual edification by Robert Fink of Manitowoc, Wisconsin.  You can contact him via email at rlf54220@yahoo.com.  All scripture quotations are from the New International Version, 1984.
