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Sunday School Lesson
Psalm 51

by  Lorin L. Cranford
All rights reserved ©

Confession 

A copy of this lesson is posted in Adobe pdf format at
http://cranfordville.com under Bible Studies in the Bible Study section

A note about the blue, underlined material: These are hyperlinks that allow you to click them on and bring up the specified scripture passage 
automatically while working inside the pdf file connected to the internet. Just use your web browser’s back arrow or the taskbar to return to the 
lesson material.

**************************************************************************
   Quick Links to the Study
 I. Context         II. Message
  a. Historical   a. Forgiveness & confession, vv. 1-7, 9
  b. Literary   b. Restoration & Promise, vv. 8, 10-19

***************************************************************************

 Confession of sins is challeng-
ing for most Americans these days. 
Our culture can more easily say, “I 
goofed!”  Or, “I made a boo-boo!” 
Deep, profound, despicable guilt is 
“un-American” in our thinking. But 
Psalm 51 challenges a culture and a 
people to probe way below the sur-
face of human conduct and to take a 
serious look at the depraved human 
heart that lurks deep down inside 
every person. David speaks in the 
psalm of problems far deeper than 
adultery and murder, as heinous as 
these actions are. He had come to 
recognize the source of these ac-
tions came from something foul and 
detestable down inside himself. This, in spite of being the king of the nation, 
and being called “a man after God’s own heart.” 
 Spiritual health is closely linked to coming to grips with exactly who we are 
before a holy and absolutely righteous God, who will determine our eternal 
destiny in final judgment. Consequently, the study of this psalm is vital to our 
quest for a spiritually healthy life and to right standing before the Judge of 
this universe.  

I. Context
 Especially important is the background study on Psalm 51 done in an earlier study of this passage. 
Beyond that the background analysis found in the other studies in the psalms is important. Some new 
material will supplement that which has already been done. This Bible study draws upon the previous 
one, but will seek to underscore new perspectives drawn from the text.
 Interpreting the psalms is always a multi-layered process as we seek to peal back the layers of de-
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velopment that took place with each psalm. 
That analysis looks at two aspects. First is 
the development of the psalm from its original 
composition to the finalized form that we now 
possess. This process sometimes spans sev-
eral centuries in the Old Testament world, since 
the finalized form of the psalms took place dur-
ing the exilic and post-exilic eras of the sixth 
century BCE. David lived approximately 1037 
to 965 BCE, almost 500 years before the final 
composition of this psalm. 
 Thus emphasis focuses on the composi-
tional starting point and on the liturgical use at 
the close of this developmental stage. When 
possible, scholars seek to probe the period 
between these starting and stopping points of development. 
 Second, the history of interpretation of the use of the psalm plays an important role. That history has 
two distinct thrusts with subcategories contained in each. The Jewish history of usage and understanding 
centers on insights gleaned from the Dead Sea scrolls Qumran community, from the inter-testamental Jew-
ish writings that either allude to the psalm or quote it with interpretive perspective, from rabbinic Judaism 
preserved in the various traditions of the Talmud in the third to fifth Christian centuries. Then the history of 
Christian understanding of the psalm stands as a significant source of insight. This begins with possible 
use of the psalm inside the New Testament, then moves to the perspectives of the Church Fathers in the 
second through eighth centuries. Once the Protestant Reformation takes place in the 1500s, interpretive 
streams often split apart widely between Roman Catholic and Protestant viewpoints. 
 Sometimes intermingled with the various interpretive traditions is something more basic. Until the past 
couple hundred years with the discoveries coming out of biblical archaeology, the Hebrew text has often 
been very obscure in meaning. The Greek translation of the Hebrew text done in 175 BCE represents one 
inter-testamental Jewish stream of understanding of the text. To be sure, that LXX translation / interpreta-
tion of the Hebrew text played a profound influence on Jerome who produced the Latin Vulgate translation 
in the fifth century CE. Still today Bible translators are occasionally at a loss to make clear sense out of 
the ancient Hebrew text and thus turn to both the LXX and the Vulgate for help in producing an English 
translation of the text.
 All of this to say emphatically, interpreting a psalm is serious, detailed work. And conclusions drawn 
about historical meaning, and contemporary application, must be made with due respect to the diversity 
of viewpoints that exists among careful students of the Bible. 

 a. Historical
  External History. The superscription con-
tained in the early texts of the psalm is important to 
the historical issues (NLT):

For the choir director: A psalm of David, regarding the 
time Nathan the prophet came to him after David had 
committed adultery with Bathsheba. 

This would place the origin of this psalm in the minis-
try of the prophet Nathan during David’s reign. Very 
possibly it was intended to be understood against 
the backdrop of David’s acknowledgment of sin 
found in 2 Sam. 12:13-14: “13 David said to Nathan, 
“I have sinned against the Lord.” Nathan said to David, 
“Now the Lord has put away your sin; you shall not die. 
14 Nevertheless, because by this deed you have utterly 
scorned the Lord, the child that is born to you shall die.” 15 

Then Nathan went to his house.” The following verses 
depict David passionately pleading with God to spare 
the life of this baby. When the baby died, David 
went into the house of the Lord and worshipped the 
Lord. Perhaps out of this time comes the origin of 
this psalm. Or, perhaps it reflects a latter reflective 
understanding of David, as he looks back on this 
experience.
 The editorial hand on the psalm surfaces with 
allusions to the Temple of Solomon in vv. 18-19, 
which now lay in ruins. This suggests the final shape 
of the psalm took place during the Babylonian exile 
(586-539 BCE), some 400 plus years after David’s 
reign (1005-965 BCE). The placing of this psalm 
after Psalm 50 with its powerful emphasis on divine 
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judgment of Israel was 
most likely intended to 
express a message 
urging national repen-
tance in view of the po-
tential of divine wrath 
over sinfulness.
 The history of the 
transmission of this 
psalm from its origin 
to its final shape is im-
possible to determine 
with certainty. The as-
sumption would be that 
this psalm surfaced 
during certain liturgies 
in temple worship from 
Solomon’s time until the destruction of Solomon’s 
temple in 586 BCE. At this point, I would disagree 
with Form Critics who only allow for an exilic or post 
exilic date of composition.
 Clinton McCann (New Interpreters Bible, iPreach) 
supplies an exilic assessment of this psalm:

 The superscription identifies the psalm as a 
prayer made by David after the prophet Nathan had 
confronted him with his sin in the affair with Bathsheba 
(2 Samuel 11—12). The learned scribe who found a 
setting for the psalm in the story of David saw a verbal 
connection between verse 4 and 2 Samuel 11:27 and 
12:13 (see Introduction, sec. 3.5; and Psalms 3, sec. 
4). The superscription has been the basis for the in-
terpretation of the psalm as the expression of David’s 
individual experience and penitence. This approach 
has produced moving and profound readings of the 
psalm, but it has always, especially in the modern 
period, stood in a certain tension with the liturgical 
use of the psalm for general, corporate, and individual 
penance.
 There are many features in the psalm that sug-
gest it was composed during or after the exile and 
was used in Israel as a general penitential prayer. The 
psalm may be the product of considerable develop-
ment; verses 16-17 and 18-19 are often thought to 
be expansions of an individual prayer for help. But 
its history may even be more complex than that of 
two expansions. In its present form, its language and 
thought are connected with that of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, 
and Isaiah 40—66. It reads like an anticipation of or 
response to the promises of a new heart and spirit 
in Jeremiah (Jer. 24:7; 31:33; 32:39-40) and Ezekiel 
(Ezek. 36:25ff.). Interpreted in this context, some 
of the prayer’s difficult points will make better theo-
logical sense, and verses 18-19 form an appropriate 
conclusion rather than a contradictory addition. The 

prayer seeks a cleansing and purification from all 
transgressions, iniquities, and sins (vv. 1-2, 9). It may 
have been composed for use by the congregation, 
and individuals as part of it, in connection with the 
Day of Atonement (see Lev. 16:30). Understanding 
the psalm as a prayer composed for the community 
and for individuals in their identity with the community 
has important consequences for its interpretation and 
liturgical use.

  Internal History. McCann (New Interpreter’s 
Bible, iPreach) summarizes the internal history issue 
well:

Although it is possible to conclude that the super-
scription dates the psalm accurately,213 it is much 
more likely that it was added later by the editors 
of the psalter to invite readers to hear Psalms 51 
against the background of the story of David’s taking 
of Bathsheba and murder of her husband Uriah (2 
Samuel 11), as well as the subsequent confrontation 
between Nathan and David (2 Sam 12:1-14; cf. Ps 
51:4 and 2 Sam 12:13). 

The interpretation of this psalm depends upon 
the perceived historical backdrop from which the 
words are to be interpreted. The original backdrop 
is the sinful conduct of King David with Uriah’s wife, 
Bathsheba. When David saw this beautiful woman 
bathing he became so enamored with her that he 
eventually arranged for her husband’s death after 
he got her pregnant with his child. When David took 
her as a widow into his house to become his wife, 
God sent the prophet Nathan to confront David with 
his sin and to pronounce God’s judgment that the 
baby conceived in sin would die. According to 2 Sam. 
12:13, David acknowledged his sin to the prophet. 
Thus the psalm provides a commentary of sorts on 
this acknowledgment of sin by David.
 The one cannot ignore the other backdrop that is 
clearly in the psalm as well: the Babylonian Exile. As 
a penitential psalm it served to express both individ-
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ual and corporate repentance 
to those Jews seeking to hang 
on to their religious heritage 
during the time of captivity in 
Babylon. This subsequent use 
provides us with helpful clues 
for application to our life today. 
The psalm provides one of the 
more details presentations 
of the biblical idea of repen-
tance and forgiveness. Thus 
its importance takes on even 
greater significance through 
its theological function in the 
Bible. 
 Also important is to address the issue of who is 
speaking these words of confession. Marvin Tate 
(WBC, Logos Systems) provides some insight:

How is the speaker in the psalm to be 
identified? Of course the traditional interpretation 
has identified the speaker as David during one of 
the great crises of his career. Dalglish (Psalm Fifty-
One, 226) argues that while the book is probably 
not from David, it is “a royal penitential psalm 
spoken by or for the king.” J. H. Eaton (Kingship 
and the Psalms, SBT 2nd series 32 [Naperville, IL: 
Allenson, 1975], 71–72, 177–81) also presents 
a case for a king as the speaker. He maintains that 
emphasis on the spirit of God in 51:12–14 “points 
beyond an ordinary Israelite, and in fact to the 
king” (71; also Dalglish, Psalm Fifty-One, 228). 
He thinks that the appeal to God’s faithfulness and 
love in v 3, the appeal to God’s right-eousness in 16, 
and the expression “God of my salvation” all point 
to a kingly personal covenant with God. The role of 
the king as teacher and admonisher is recognized 

in v 15 (cf. Eaton, Kingship and 
the Psalms, 181–82), and it is 
assumed that the psalm would 
have been appropriate for an 
annual rite of atonement led 
by the king in pre-exilic Israel 
(72, 177). Dalglish (Psalm 
Fifty-One, 227) suggests that 
the “bloodshed”/“blood-
guilt” of v 16 is appropriate 
to the judgment on Manasseh 
in 2 Kgs 24:3 (“… for he filled 
Jerusalem with innocent blood; 

and the Lord would not pardon”). The kingly office 
was a representative one, and Dalglish argues that 
“unrequited blood” must have been “like a Damo-
clean sword” which threatened the life of the nation 
during the reign of Josiah.

The interpretation of the speaker as the king is 
an attractive one, and, if it is correct, the scribes who 
supplied the superscription rightly understood the 
psalm. The penitence of kings is well established 
both in and outside the OT (besides David, note 
Ahab in 1 Kgs 22:27–29; Josiah in 2 Kgs 22:11–13; 
23:21–25, and the Prayer of Manasseh referred 
to above; for reference to nonbiblical literature 
see the works of Dalglish and Eaton, passim). The 
probability of atonement rites is high. However, 
confessions of sin and prayers for forgiveness were 
not restricted to kings. Prophets, priests, and lay 
persons in small-group rituals were not excluded.

One cannot restrict the voice of the psalmist just to 
David. Ultimately he represents each sinner who 
comes to God in repentance while seeking forgive-
ness. 

 b. Literary
  Genre. Of course, as a part of the psalms, 
psalms 51 is Hebrew poetry and follows the usual 
conventions of ancient Hebrew poetic expression. 
For a more detailed treatment of this, see the Bible 
study on Psalm 15, Broad Genre under I. b. Liter-
ary.  In terms of the specific genre form, this psalm 
is usually classified as a psalm of lament. Marvin 
Tate (Word Biblical Commentary, Logos Systems) 
has a helpful summation of this issue:

 This is the best known of the seven traditional 
penitential psalms (6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; 143). 

However, the psalm is not easily classified in the usual 
form-critical categories. It is usually placed in the gen-
eral classification of the laments of the individual (for 
discussion of this kind of psalm, see C. Westermann, 
Praise and Lament, 181–94; B. W. Anderson, Out 
of the Depths: The Psalms Speak for Us Today, rev. ed. 
[Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983], 73–105). 
However, such characteristic features as complaint 
about enemies and prayer for their defeat and/or 
punishment is missing, as well as any protestation 
of innocence on the part of the speaker in the psalm 
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(cf. Pss 7:4–5; 17:2–5), and there is no 
motivational appeal to God for action (cf. 
22:10–11). On the other hand, there is 
a full confession of sin which is without 
parallel in any other biblical psalm (though 
such confession in the past is recalled in 
32:5; also note 38:19; 41:5; 69:6; 130:1–8; 
cf. the confessional prayer of Ezra in Ezra 9:6–15, 
which is communal in nature; also Num 14:13–23; 
Isa 6:1–13; Neh 1:4–11; Job 42:1–6; Dan 9:4–19). 
The paucity in the Psalms of the confession of sin and 
pleading for forgiveness is striking. B. W. Anderson 
(Out of the Depths, 93–102) treats the “Psalms of 
Penitence” (6; 32; 38; 51; 102; 130; 143) as a sub-
category of individual laments and suggests that they 
differ in that they tend to internalize the problem of 
evil (94) and argues that “they agree on the fact that 
there is no human ground for claiming God’s grace 
(ḥesed)” (99). Anderson (Out of the Depths, 95) 
also argues that the confession in 51:3–7 serves as 
the complaint element of the lament. Westermann 
(Praise and Lament, 185) contends that in such 

prayers as that found in Ps 51 (he cites 27:9) 
“the complaint lies hidden in the petition,” as-
suming that in later Israelite religion there was 
a gradual curtailment of the direct complaint 
to and against God and an increase in petition, 
with the element of complaint tending to dis-
appear (186). Thus in a broad sense, Ps 51 may 

be called an individual lament, but it is more specifi-
cally an individual confession of sin and a prayer for 
forgiveness (cf. Kraus, I, 58–59).

 The psalm contains a mixture of literary devices 
for the communication of its message. 
  Literary Setting. The listing of this psalm in 
book two is the nearest thing to the issue of literary 
setting. But this doesn’t provide much insight, since 
the rationale for the arrangement of the 150 psalms 
into the five books has been a mystery to scholars 
for many centuries. The exilic setting for the finalized 
form of the psalm suggests that it was intentionally 
placed after psalm 50 in order to set the idea of con-
fession and forgiveness in context with the assertion 
of the severity of divine wrath in Psalm 50. 
 

II. Message
 Literary Structure.  The challenge of identifying the thought structure in the psalm has been well 
identified by Tate (WBC, Logos Systems):

Commentators have not found Ps 51 easy to outline. Weiser notes what he judges to be a lack of 
“homogeneous construction” and attributes this to the molding of its outward form by “the distress of 
the life of prayer out of which the psalm has arisen” (401). Auffret (VT 26 [1976] 142–47) and A. R. 
Ceresko (“The Function of Chiasmus in Hebrew Poetry,” CBQ 40 [1978] 6) support a major division 
in the psalm between vv 11 and 12, marked at the beginning and end by the verb ְהחֵמ, “blot out” (in 
vv 3 and 11). However, Auffret thinks that there is also a relationship between v 10 and v 19 (note the 
use of the verb הכד, “crushed,” in each verse). Also v 10 fits well with v 14 (ָׂןוֹשׂש, “joy,” is in both 
verses), and indeed it relates well to the restoration theme in vv 12–16. On the other hand, the use of 
 iniquity/waywardness” relates to vv“ ,ןוע sin” in v 11 relates well to vv 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9, and“ ,אטח
4 and 7. Thus an interlocking structure like the following makes good sense: 3–9, 11 and 12, 19–10. 
The conclusion in vv 20–21 lies outside the primary psalm. The first major division can be subdivided 
as follows:

Prayer for forgiveness vv 3–4
Confession of sin vv 5–6b
Rightness of divine judgment vv 6cd
Confession of sinfulness vv 7–8
Prayer for forgiveness vv 9, 11

The second division divides as follows:

Prayer for restoration vv 10, 12–14
Vow to teach sinners v 15
Prayer for the ability to praise vv 16–19

Vv 20–21 form an addendum.
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Tate’s understanding will provide direction for our exegesis of the scripture text.
 A word about verse numbering in this psalm. The Hebrew text counts the heading and appended note 
as two separate verses,1 whereas the LXX included them in its designation of verse one. Consequently, 
the Hebrew text marks off 21 verses, while the LXX contains only 19 in most editions. The English Bible 
tradition has been to follow the LXX in the pattern of the Latin Vulgate. The verse references listed below 
will reflect the the LXX and English Bible patterns, but will also provide clarifying indications from the MT 
text. The content of the psalm is exactly the same, just the marking of verses differs.

 1To the leader. 
A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.

 a. Forgiveness & confession, vv. 1-7, 9

Hebrew Text1

aybi_N”h; !t”ån” wyl’aeâ-aAbB.( 2 `dwI)d”l. rAmðz>mi x:Ceªn:m.l;  WTT Psalm 51:1

 ^ym,ªx]r:÷ broïK. ^D<+s.x;K. ~yhiäl{a/ ynINEåx’ 3 `[b;v’(-tB;-la, aB’©÷-rv,a]K;(
 5 `ynIrE)h]j; ytiîaJ’x;meW¥ ynI+wO[]me ynIsEåB.K; Îbr<h,âÐ ¿hBer>h;À 4 `y[‘(v’p. hxeäm.

 éytiaj’x’ Ÿ^’D>b;l. ^Ül. 6 `dymi(t’ yDIäg>n< ytiÞaJ’x;w> [d”_ae ynIåa] y[;v’p.â-yKi(
 7 `^j<)p.v’b. hK,îz>Ti ^r<ªb.d”B. qD:îc.Ti ![;m;l.â ytiyfiî[‘ñ ^yn<©y[eB. [r:îh’w>

 T’c.p;äx’ tm,a/â-!he 8 `yMi(ai ynIt.m;îx/y<) aj.xeªb.W÷ yTil.l’_Ax !Awð[‘B.-!he

 rh”+j.a,w> bAzæaeb. ynIaEåJ.x;T. 9 `ynI[E)ydIAt hm’îk.x’ ~tuªs’b.W÷ tAx+Jub;

. . . .`!yBi(l.a; gl,V,îmiW ynIseªB.k;T.÷

`hxe(m. yt;änOwOà[]-lk’w>) ya’_j’x]me ^yn<P’â rTEås.h; 11 

LXX
LXT Psalm 50:1 eivj to. te,loj yalmo.j tw/| Dauid 2  evn tw/| evlqei/n pro.j auvto.n Naqan to.n profh,thn h`ni,ka 
eivsh/lqen pro.j Bhrsabee 3  evle,hso,n me o` qeo,j kata. to. me,ga e;leo,j sou kai. kata. to. plh/qoj tw/n oivktirmw/n 
sou evxa,leiyon to. avno,mhma, mou 4  evpi. plei/on plu/no,n me avpo. th/j avnomi,aj mou kai. avpo. th/j a`marti,aj mou 
kaqa,riso,n me 5  o[ti th.n avnomi,an mou evgw. ginw,skw kai. h` a`marti,a mou evnw,pio,n mou, evstin dia. panto,j 
6  soi. mo,nw| h[marton kai. to. ponhro.n evnw,pio,n sou evpoi,hsa o[pwj a'n dikaiwqh/|j evn toi/j lo,goij sou kai. 
nikh,sh|j evn tw/| kri,nesqai, se 7  ivdou. ga.r evn avnomi,aij sunelh,mfqhn kai. evn a`marti,aij evki,sshse,n me h` mh,thr 
mou ... 9  r`antiei/j me u`ssw,pw| kai. kaqarisqh,somai plunei/j me kai. u`pe.r cio,na leukanqh,somai

 1Transliterated Hebrew Text
BHT Psalm 51:1 lamnaccëªH mizmôr lüdäwìd 
2 Bü|bô´-´ëläyw nätän hannäbî´ Ka|´ášer-Bä´ ´el-Bat-šäºba` 
3 Honnëºnî ´élöhîm KüHasDeºkä Küröb raHámÊºkä müHË püšä`äy 
4 (harBË) [hereb] KaBBüsëºnî më`áwönî û|mëHa††ä´tî †ahárëºnî 
5 Kî|-püšä`ay ´ánî ´ëdä` wüHa††ä´tî negDî tämîd 
6 lükä lübaDDükä Hä†ä´tî wühära` Bü`ênÊºkä `äSîºtî lüma`an TicDaq Büdobreºkä TizKè büšop†eºkä 
7 hën-Bü`äwôn HôläºlTî ûbüHëº†´ ye|Hémaºtnî ´immî 
8 hën-´émet HäpaºcTä ba††ùHôt ûbüsätùm Hokmâ tôdî`ëºnî 
9 TüHa††ü´ëºnî bü´ëzôb wü´e†här TükaBBüsëºnî ûmiššeºleg ´alBîn \
...11 hasTër PänÊkä mëHá†ä´äy wü|kol-`áwöºnötaºy müHË 
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NASB
For the choir director. A Psalm of David, 

when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

 Be gracious to me, O God, according to Your lovingkindness; 
  According to the greatness of Your compassion blot out my transgressions.  
2  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity 
  And cleanse me from my sin.  

3  For I know my transgressions, 
  And my sin is ever before me.  
4  Against You, You only, I have sinned 
  And done what is evil in Your sight, 
 So that You are justified when You speak 
  And blameless when You judge.  
5  Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, 
  And in sin my mother conceived me.  

6  Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being, 
  And in the hidden part You will make me know wisdom.  
7  Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
  Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  
. . .
 9  Hide Your face from my sins 
  And blot out all my iniquities. 

 
NRSV

 To the leader. 
A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

 Have mercy on me, O God, 
  according to your steadfast love; 
 according to your abundant mercy 
  blot out my transgressions.  
2  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
  and cleanse me from my sin.  

3  For I know my transgressions, 
  and my sin is ever before me.  
4  Against you, you alone, have I sinned, 
  and done what is evil in your sight, 
 so that you are justified in your sentence 
  and blameless when you pass judgment.  
5  Indeed, I was born guilty, 
  a sinner when my mother conceived me.  

6  You desire truth in the inward being; 
  therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.  
7  Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
  wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  
. . .
9  Hide your face from my sins, 
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  and blot out all my iniquities.  

NLT
For the choir director: A psalm of David, 

regarding the time Nathan the prophet came to him 
after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba. 

 Have mercy on me, O God, because of your unfailing love. 
  Because of your great compassion, blot out the stain of my sins.  
2  Wash me clean from my guilt. 
  Purify me from my sin.  
3  For I recognize my rebellion; 
  it haunts me day and night.  

4  Against you, and you alone, have I sinned; 
  I have done what is evil in your sight. 
 You will be proved right in what you say, 
  and your judgment against me is just.  
5  For I was born a sinner— 
  yes, from the moment my mother conceived me.  

6  But you desire honesty from the womb, 
  teaching me wisdom even there.  
7  Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean; 
  wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  
. . .
9  Don’t keep looking at my sins. 
  Remove the stain of my guilt.  

Notes:
 As Tate (WBC, Logos Systems) develops it, the 
thought flow moves in five segments:

Prayer for forgiveness vv 3–4
Confession of sin vv 5–6b
Rightness of divine judgment vv 6cd
Confession of sinfulness vv 7–8
Prayer for forgiveness vv 9, 11

 Prayer for forgiveness, vv. 1-2 (MT, 3-4). “1 To 
the leader. A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan 
came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. Have 
mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; ac-
cording to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions.  
2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me 
from my sin.“
 The issue of the heading has already been dis-
cussed under Internal History in the first section 
above on page three.
  The multi-fold petition is 
 Have mercy on me, O God, 
  according to your steadfast love; 
 according to your abundant mercy 
  blot out my transgressions.  
2  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
  and cleanse me from my sin.

The plea is for God to show mercy and forgiveness 
to the sinner coming in sincere repentance. The 
requested actions are “have mercy,” “blot out,” 
“wash,” and “cleanse.” With graphic imagery the 
psalmist pleads for divine action toward himself.  
The extent of this action is defined as “according 
to your steadfast love,” “according to your abundant 
mercy,” and “thoroughly.” God’s own character 
defines the nature of His forgiving action toward us. 
What must be removed from the psalmist’s life are 
“transgressions,” “iniquity,” and “sin.” The composite 
picture here is of an individual who not only has 
committed wrong deeds, but who possesses a sinful 
nature that prompts such actions. As Cecil Sherman 
(Formations Commentary, Logos Systems) puts it 
so well:

I usually think of my own sins as mistakes, telling 
myself these errors are not “normal” for me. After 
all, when I am my “normal” self, I am good. But this 
text takes sin to a deeper level. My self-centeredness 
and lifelong pattern of self-justification confirm 
that my first nature is to take care of “Number 
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One.” (For a New Testament comment on this idea, 
see Rom 1:18–3:26.) We don’t need to be “saved” 
because we occasionally steal a cookie from the 
cookie jar. Rather, we need to be saved because we 
have a lifelong tendency to put ourselves in God’s 
place.   

Such a spiritual condition before God must then 
lead to the next step, confession.
 Confession of sin, vv, 3-4b (MT, 5-6b). “3 For I 
know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.  
4 Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what 
is evil in your sight,” 
    The psalmist keenly recognizes his wayward 
deeds and guilty heart before God: “I know my trans-
gressions” and “my sin is ever before me,” he declares. 
He recognizes the ultimate nature of his deeds as 
actions that are “evil” in God’s 
eyes. If the voice is David’s origi-
nally and the situation were the 
Bathsheba affair, the bottom line 
meaning relates to his immoral-
ity with this married woman and 
the murder of her husband. But 
in subsequent centuries in Jew-
ish and Christian understanding, 
the meaning becomes broader 
and covers all actions forbid-
den by God. To be clear, sin 
hurts others and almost always 
involves other people. But in 
the final analysis sinful action is 
ultimately against the God who 
is our Creator, and Redeemer. 
  Rightness of divine 
judgment, vv. 4 cd (MT, 6 cd). 
“so that you are justified in your 
sentence and blameless when you pass judgment.“ Da-
vid clearly acknowledges the correctness of God’s 
sentence on him for his actions. With the Bathsheba 
affair, this involved the death of the newborn in-
fant conceived in adultery as described in 2 Sam. 
12:15b-23. But ultimately the declaration affirms the 
correctness of all of God’s judgments imposed on 
sinners. The psalmist acknowledges this; the con-
fessing sinner must as well. 
 Confession of sinfulness, vv. 5-6 (MT, 7-8). 
“5 Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother 
conceived me. 6 You desire truth in the inward being; 
therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.“
 The psalmist acknowledges that his sinful con-
duct reaches deep down into his very being, his 
sinful nature that he gained at birth. Down through 

the centuries, various meanings have been attached 
to verse five. Most common has been to see sexual 
sin as the archetypical sin and connect it to Genesis 
three with the birth of the sons of Adam after their 
parent’s sin in the Garden of Eden. But Tate (WBC, 
Logos Systems) calls attention to a better under-
standing:

 The passage is more commonly understood today 
as a confession of the essential human condition of 
the speaker. “One is a sinner simply as a result of one’s 
natural human descent” (W. Eichrodt, Theology of 
the Old Testament, I, 268). Closely related to this 
approach is what may be called the social view. “It is 
the tragedy of man that he is born into a world full 
of sin” (Weiser, 405; also A. A. Anderson, 395). No 

particular sinfulness of the mother 
or the process of conception is in-
volved. The emphasis is on the sin 
of the speaker, who admits that sin 
has been “no freak event” (Kidner, 
190), but goes back to the roots of 
personal existence (see Ps 58:3). 
Thus the psalm reflects acceptance 
of the understanding that human 
life always involves sin and guilt 
(see Gen 8:21; Job 14:4; 15:14–16; 
25:4; Ps 143:2; John 3:6; Kraus, 
544).  
We are sinners; not, we be-
come sinners! And this has 
been true since the first moment 
of consciousness at birth. David 
acknowledges this fundamental 
trait of human existence. 

 Further, David affirms that confession means 
“coming clean” with God from deep down inside our 
very being. “Truth” is a reflection of God’s character. 
That truth must penetrate down into one’s “inward 
being” wherein lies his “secret heart.” The precise 
meaning of these two key terms, along with the two 
strophes here, is very uncertain. Compare the fol-
lowing translations of verse six:
 NASB. “Behold, You desire truth in the innermost 
being, And in the hidden part You will make me know 
wisdom.“
 NRSV. “You desire truth in the inward being; therefore 
teach me wisdom in my secret heart.“
 NLT. “But you desire honesty from the womb, teaching 
me wisdom even there.“
 NIV. “Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; you 

http://bible.crosswalk.com/OnlineStudyBible/bible.cgi?word=2+Sam+12&section=0&version=nrs&new=1&oq=&NavBook=ps&NavGo=51&NavCurrentChapter=51
http://bible.crosswalk.com/OnlineStudyBible/bible.cgi?word=2+Sam+12&section=0&version=nrs&new=1&oq=&NavBook=ps&NavGo=51&NavCurrentChapter=51
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teach me wisdom in the inmost place.“
 TNIV. “Yet you desired faithfulness even in the womb; 
you taught me wisdom in that secret place.“
 TEV. “Sincerity and truth are what you require; fill my 
mind with your wisdom.“
 Message. “What you’re after is truth from the inside 
out. Enter me, then; conceive a new, true life.“
 The psalmist seems to be affirming the saturation 
of the very deepest part of his being with the divine 
truth so that out of that understanding, “wisdom,’ will 
come renewal of life, a life lived in obedience to God, 
rather than in rebellion.
 Prayer for forgiveness, vv. 7, 9 (MT, 9, 11). 
“Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, 
and I shall be whiter than snow“; “Hide 
your face from my sins, and blot out all 
my iniquities.“ 
 Hyssop was seen as a powerful 
cleansing agent, and was prescribed 
for those coming in contact with lep-
ers and with dead bodies (cf. Lev. 
14; Num. 19). In traditional Hebrew 
command / promise structure, these 
two parallel strophes in verse 7 affirm 
the plea for divine cleansing:
 “Purge me with hyssop, 
  and I shall be clean; 
 wash me, 
  and I shall be whiter than snow“
God’s cleansing of the sinner thoroughly removes the 
presence of sin. Verse 9 affirms the same essential 
idea but with an emphasis on the guilt of the sin.
 “Hide your face from my sins, 
  and blot out all my iniquities.“
Once more synonymous parallelism is the nature 
of these two lines. Tate (WBC, Logos Systems) 
notes:

The background of the expression relating to 

God’s hiding his face seems to 
be rooted in the idea of a deity 
turning away in rejection and 
separation from a suppliant. 
Balentine (44) points out 
that “hide the face” was a 
part of the common religious 

language of the ancient Near East. The prayer in v 
11 is for God to separate himself in a gracious self-
alienation from the suppliant’s sins — a startling 
concept of forgiveness. The “blot out” in the 
parallel colon of v 11 draws attention back to the 
same words in v 3.

 What do these verses have to do with us today? 
Plenty! Through them we are reminded of the inde-
scribable “sinfulness of sin.” Sin is iniquity; iniquity is 
transgression of divine law. All of it pervades not just 
superficial human action. Rather it penetrates down 
to the very depths of our being. And it has always 
been a part of our existence, from birth onward. 
 Thus seeking God’s cleansing of this awful can-
cer that permeates our lives is serious business. We 
must come before God with a clear sense of both 
who we are and what we have done against Him. 
Causal and flippant attitudes won’t get the job done. 
James had it right in his declaration about repentance 
(Jas. 4:9): “Lament and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be 
turned into mourning and your joy into dejection.“ These are 
but expressions of our humbling ourselves before 
God as he discusses in 4:7-11. 
 Also the promise of God’s forgiveness that brings 
cleansing is affirmed here. When God cleans us up 
He takes lye soap and does the job thoroughly. We 
come out “clean as a whistle.” In that comes hope 
and joy.

 b. Restoration & promise, vv. 8, 10-19

Hebrew Text

 hn”l.gE©T’÷ hx’_m.fiw> !Afåf’ ynI[eymiv.T;â 10 `!yBi(l.a; gl,V,îmiW ynIseªB.k;T.÷

 bleä 12..... . . `t’yKi(DI tAmïc’[]
 13 `yBi(r>qiB. vDEîx; !Akªn”÷ x:Wrïw> ~yhi_l{a/ yliä-ar”B. rAhj’â

 hb’yviäh’ 14 `yNIM<)mi xQ:ïTi-la; ^ªv.d>q’÷ x:Wrïw> ^yn<+p’L.mi ynIkEïyliv.T;-la;

 ~y[iäv.po hd”äM.l;a] 15 `ynIkE)m.s.ti hb’äydIn> x:Wrßw> ^[<+v.yI !Afåf. yLiâ

 ~yhiªl{a/ Ÿ~ymi’D”mi ynIlEÜyCi«h; 16 `WbWv)y” ^yl,îae ~yaiªJ’x;w>÷ ^yk,_r”D>
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 ypiªW÷ xT’_p.Ti yt;äp’f. yn”doa]â 17 `^t<)q’d>ci ynI©Avl. !NEïr:T. yti_[‘WvT. yheîl{a/

 `hc,(r>ti al{å hl’ªA[÷ hn”TE+a,w> xb;z<å #Poåx.t;-al{ ŸyKiÛ 18 `^t<)L’hiT. dyGIïy:

 al{å ~yhiªl{a/÷ hK,_d>nIw> rB”ïv.nI-ble hr”îB’ñv.nI x:Wrá é~yhil{a/ yxeäb.zI) 19

 21 `~Øil’(v’Wry> tAmïAx hn<©b.Ti÷ !AY=ci-ta, ^n>Acr>biâ hb’yjiäyhe 20 `hz<)b.ti
1`~yrI)p’ ^åx]B;z>mi-l[; Wlß[]y: za’Û lyli_k’w> hl’äA[ qd<c,â-yxeb.zI #Poåx.T; za’Û

LXX
LXT Psalm 50:10  avkoutiei/j me avgalli,asin kai. euvfrosu,nhn avgallia,sontai ovsta/ tetapeinwme,na . . .12  kardi,an 
kaqara.n kti,son evn evmoi, o` qeo,j kai. pneu/ma euvqe.j evgkai,nison evn toi/j evgka,toij mou 13  mh. avporri,yh|j me 
avpo. tou/ prosw,pou sou kai. to. pneu/ma to. a[gio,n sou mh. avntane,lh|j avpV evmou/ 14  avpo,doj moi th.n avgalli,asin 
tou/ swthri,ou sou kai. pneu,mati h`gemonikw/| sth,riso,n me 15  dida,xw avno,mouj ta.j o`dou,j sou kai. avsebei/j 
evpi. se. evpistre,yousin 16  r`u/sai, me evx ai`ma,twn o` qeo.j o` qeo.j th/j swthri,aj mou avgallia,setai h` glw/ssa, 
mou th.n dikaiosu,nhn sou 17  ku,rie ta. cei,lh mou avnoi,xeij kai. to. sto,ma mou avnaggelei/ th.n ai;nesi,n sou 18  
o[ti eiv hvqe,lhsaj qusi,an e;dwka a;n o`lokautw,mata ouvk euvdokh,seij 19  qusi,a tw/| qew/| pneu/ma suntetrimme,non 
kardi,an suntetrimme,nhn kai. tetapeinwme,nhn o` qeo.j ouvk evxouqenw,sei 20  avga,qunon ku,rie evn th/| euvdoki,a| 
sou th.n Siwn kai. oivkodomhqh,tw ta. tei,ch Ierousalhm 21  to,te euvdokh,seij qusi,an dikaiosu,nhj avnafora.n 
kai. o`lokautw,mata to,te avnoi,sousin evpi. to. qusiasth,rio,n sou mo,scouj

NASB
8  Make me to hear joy and gladness, 
  Let the bones which You have broken rejoice.  
. . .
10  Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
  And renew a steadfast spirit within me.  
11  Do not cast me away from Your presence 
  And do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of Your salvation 
  And sustain me with a willing spirit.  
13  Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, 
  And sinners will be converted to You.  

14  Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, the God of my salvation; 
  Then my tongue will joyfully sing of Your righteousness.  
15  O Lord, open my lips, 
  That my mouth may declare Your praise.  
 1Transliterated Hebrew Text
10 Tašmî`ënî SäSôn wüSimHâ Tägëºlnâ `ácämôt DiKKîºtä 
11 hasTër PänÊkä mëHá†ä´äy wü|kol-`áwöºnötaºy müHË 
12 lëb †ähôr Bürä´-lî ´élöhîm würûªH näkôn HaDDëš BüqirBî 
13 ´al-Tašlîkëºnî millüpänÊºkä würûªH qodšükä ´al-TiqqaH mimmeºnnî 
14 häšîºbâ llî SüSôn yiš`eºkä würûªH nüdîbâ tismükëºnî 
15 ´álammüdâ pöš`îm DüräkÊºkä wüHa††ä´îm ´ëlÊºkä yäšûºbû 
16 haccîlëºnî miDDämîm ´é|löhîm ´élöhê Tüšû`ätî Türannën lüšônî cidqäteºkä 
17 ´ádönäy Süpätay TipTäH ûpî yaGGîd Tühilläteºkä 
18 Kî lö´-taHPöc zeºbaH wü´eTTëºnâ `ôlâ lö´ tircè 
19 zi|bHê ´élöhîm rûªH nišBärâ lëb-nišBär wünidKè ´élöhîm lö´ tibzè 
20 hê†îºbâ bircônkä ´et-ciyyôn Tibnè Hômôt yürûšäläºim 
21 ´äz TaHPöc zibHê-cedeq `ôlâ wükälîl ´äz ya`álû `al-mizBaHákä pärîm



Page 12 of Psalm 51 Bible Study

16  For You do not delight in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it; 
  You are not pleased with burnt offering.  
17  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
  A broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  

18  By Your favor do good to Zion; 
  Build the walls of Jerusalem.  
19  Then You will delight in righteous sacrifices, 
  In burnt offering and whole burnt offering; 
  Then young bulls will be offered on Your altar.

NRSV
8  Let me hear joy and gladness; 
  let the bones that you have crushed rejoice.  
. . .
10  Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
  and put a new and right spirit within me.  
11  Do not cast me away from your presence, 
  and do not take your holy spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
  and sustain in me a willing spirit.  

13  Then I will teach transgressors your ways, 
  and sinners will return to you.  
14  Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, 
  O God of my salvation, 
  and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance.  
15  O Lord, open my lips, 
  and my mouth will declare your praise.  
16  For you have no delight in sacrifice; 
  if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased.  
17  The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 
  a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  

18  Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; 
  rebuild the walls of Jerusalem,  
19  then you will delight in right sacrifices, 
  in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; 
  then bulls will be offered on your altar.

NLT
8  Oh, give me back my joy again; 
  you have broken me— now let me rejoice.  
. . .
10  Create in me a clean heart, O God. 
  Renew a loyal spirit within me.  
11  Do not banish me from your presence, 
  and don’t take your Holy Spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
  and make me willing to obey you.  
13  Then I will teach your ways to rebels, 
  and they will return to you.  
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14  Forgive me for shedding blood, O God who saves; 
  then I will joyfully sing of your forgiveness.  
15  Unseal my lips, O Lord, 
  that my mouth may praise you.  
16  You do not desire a sacrifice, or I would offer one. 
  You do not want a burnt offering.  
17  The sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit. 
  You will not reject a broken and repentant heart, O God.  
18  Look with favor on Zion and help her; 
  rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.  
19  Then you will be pleased with sacrifices offered in the right spirit— 
  with burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings. 
  Then bulls will again be sacrificed on your altar.

Notes:
 The structural pattern of these verses is broken 
down by Tate (WBC, Logos Systems), using the 
Hebrew verse numbering, as follows:

Prayer for restoration vv 10, 12–14
Vow to teach sinners v 15
Prayer for the ability to praise vv 16–19

Vv 20–21 form an addendum.
This provides a way to open up the text for better 
understanding.
 Prayer for restoration, vv. 8, 10-12. “8 Let me 
hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have crushed 
rejoice....10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put 
a new and right spirit within me. 11 Do not cast me away 
from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from 
me. 12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain 
in me a willing spirit.“    
 In the psalmist’s prayer for forgiveness he asks 
for the revival of joy in his life through forgiveness. 
 Let me hear joy and gladness; 
  let the bones that you have crushed rejoice
In sin comes guilt and with guilt 
comes loss of joy, real joy. The 
plea was that through God’s for-
giveness he would experience the 
return of joy and gladness in his 
life. The moment of being forgiven 
brings a horrific sense of profound 
joy and sense of well being. 
 The second line is often thought 
to suppose some kind of physical 
injury as a consequence of the psalmist’s sin. If so, 
then the plea is for physical healing as a part of the 
restoration. Tate (WBC, Logos Systems) notes:

The “crushed bones” of v 10b may refer to an 
illness which has made the suppliant acutely aware 
of personal sinfulness, or it may refer to mental and 

spiritual distress caused by guilt. The word “bones” 
 occurs with ideas of health and well-being (םצֶעֶ)
(e.g., Ps 34:21; Job 20:11; Prov 15:30; Isa 66:14) as 
well as with ideas of sickness or woe (e.g., Pss 6:3; 
32:2; 38:4; Job 30:30; 38:4); the plural is used as 
a collective term for the limbs of the body ( Judg 
19:29; Pss 31:10–11; 32:3; Job 33:19). The “bones 
you crushed” may be only a strong statement of 
overpowering spiritual remorse, though this could 
certainly involve psychosomatic elements in most 
biblical contexts. In any case, the speaker is confident 
that God could make the crushed bones “rejoice” 
 The neb catches the spirit of v 10b, “Let the .(ליגִּ)
bones dance which thou hast broken.”

 Then comes a series of requests for restoration 
to proper relationship with God.
 First there is recognition of the renewal that must 
take place inwardly:
 Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
  and put a new and right spirit within me.
A deep sense of being spiritual clean goes hand in 
hand with the proper attitude about life and God. 
 Then follows the plea to be allowed to remain in 
God’s presence:
 Do not cast me away from your presence, 
  and do not take your holy spirit from me.
The psalmist fully understood that living in the pres-
ence of God meant life and happiness. In that divine 
presence one experiences the Spirit of God active 
and powerful in his life. The reference to “holy spirit” 
should not be taken as particularly trinitarian, as Tate 
(WBC, Logos Systems) observes:

“Your holy spirit” (ךשׁדק חור) is an unusual 
expression that is found elsewhere in the MT only 
in Isa 63:10, 11 (cf. Wis 9:17); though “your good 
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spirit” is in Neh 9:20 (cf. “an evil spirit,” 1 Sam 
16:14; “spirit of wisdom,” 1 Sam 11:2). Various 
connotations emerge when “spirit” is associated 
with God. The spirit is sometimes God’s creative 
power (see 33:6; also Job 33:4; Jdt 16:14; Wis 1:7). 
The life-giving power of the divine spirit is a form 
of creation (Ps 104:27–30; Job 34:14–15; Ezek 
37:9–14). A few texts link חור so clearly with God 
that the operation of the spirit is equivalent to the 
action of God, and the spirit seems identical with the 
personality of God in some cases. The transcendent 
realm of God is spirit and not flesh.

The sinner in cleansing is worthy to stand in the very 
presence of Almighty God and to experience that 
presence as a life changing power. 
 Finally, the psalmist returns to the theme of joy 
as a central ingredient of restoration:
 Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
  and sustain in me a willing spirit.
God’s deliverance brings joy. And the psalmist re-
quests that God sustain in him a consistent commit-
ment to walk God’s paths in obedience. 
 What a restoration is sought after here! Joy, 
renewal, healing, divine presence, willing spirit -- all 
pointing to a new life to be lived before God. 
 Vow to teach sinners, v. 13. “13 Then I will teach 
transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you.“ 
In light of the anticipated 
restoration, the psalmist 
promises to teach others 
the ways of God and to 
help them return to God 
as he has done. Ministry 
always evolves out of 
finding renewal with God. 
The “transgressors” and 
“sinners” for David were 
his fellow countrymen who had strayed from the 
Laws of God. 
 The need for continual instruction in the ways of 
God never diminishes. God’s people need always to 
seek to help others find their way to God. 
 Prayer for the ability to praise, vv. 14-17. “14 
Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, O God of my salva-
tion, and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance. 
15 O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your 
praise. 16 For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were to 
give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. 17 The 
sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken 
and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.“ 
 This second section of the prayer comes to a 

close with a series of petitions focusing on wor-
ship.
 First, comes the plea / promise of singing God’s 
praises:
 Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, 
   O God of my salvation, 
  and my tongue will sing aloud of your 
   deliverance. 
In the assumption that this part originates with David, 
the language would reach back to the death of Uriah, 
as Tesh and Zorn (College Press NIV Commentary, 
Logos Systems) contend:

This, in reality, is another confession of his sin by 
David. He makes no attempt to evade the truth 
that the blood of Uriah is on his hands. He pleads 
that he may be spared the death penalty for having 
committed the crime.

But with the liturgical use of the psalm in temple 
worship later the meaning broadens, as Tate (WBC, 
Logos Systems) notes:

On the surface, at least, neither blood-guilt 
nor bloodshed seems to fit the context in Ps 51. 
References to enemies or violence are missing 
from the psalm. The use of “bloods” could, of 
course, be the result of the composition of the 
psalm with David in mind (see above; and note 
the concern of David for the removal of blood-
guilt in 2 Sam 3:28–29; 1 Kgs 2:31–33; also 2 
Sam 16:7, 8). A better approach may be along the 
line of “bloods” as a figurative expression which 
does not require reference to actual bloodshed 
or even to “bloodthirstiness” (see the study by 
N. A. Van Uchelen, “םימד ישׁנא in the Psalms,” 
Oudtestamentische Studiën 15 [1969], 205–12). 
See Prov 12:6; 29:10; Pss 5:7; 26:9–10; 55:22, 24; 
Lev 19:19 (cf. Ezek 22:6–12; also Acts 20:26–27).

Perhaps the best interpretation in 51:16 is that 
of “deadly guilt” — guilt for which one could be 
held responsible unto death (as in Ezek 3:17–19; 
33:7–9; the prophet is made answerable for the 
“blood” — life/death — of his people; cf. Pss 9:13; 
30:10). This meaning fits well with the emphasis on 
the inadequacy of sacrifice in v 18. The murderer 
cannot be ransomed except by his or her own blood, 
according to Num 35:30–34 (because bloodshed 
pollutes the land). Also, see the discussion below 
of sin with a “high hand” in Num 15:30. Thus the 
guilt confessed in Ps 51 reaches its climax in the 
deadly guilt of v 16. No actual bloodshed may be 
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involved at all, but the guilt is too great for normal 
means of atonement. God must deliver and loose 
the tongue, lips, and mouth to sing out praise of the 
divine power and grace.

 Second, there comes the petition for God to “open 
the lips” of the psalmist to sing God’s praises:
 O Lord, open my lips, 
  and my mouth will declare your praise. 
This command / promise structure makes a request 
that is followed by a promise. The thrust of this is 
helpfully summarized by Tate (WBC, Logos Sys-
tems):

Two ideas are conveyed. First, the suppliant 
prays to be released from the restrictive results of 
guilt, the condition of “one whose conscience has 
shamed him into silence” (Kidner, 193) and who 
has been cut off from freedom to worship (cf. Ezek 
16:13). God’s forgiveness would break the seal of 
guilt and give new joy (cf. 30:11–13; Ezek 3:26–27; 
33:22). Second, the prayer is for an empowerment 
of speaking ability in order to teach and give 
testimony, which cannot be 
done adequately without 
divine help (cf. Jer 1:4–10). 
A somewhat parallel idea 
is that of God putting a 
new song in the mouth of 
one who has been delivered 
(40:4; also, Balaam’s ass in 
Num 22:28; cf. Dan 10:16; 
Jer 1:9).

 Finally a series of declara-
tions are given that stand as 
the theological basis for the preceding petitions:
 For you have no delight in sacrifice; 

  if I were to give a burnt offering, 
 you would not be pleased. 

 The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 
  a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not 

despise.
Clearly the later prophetic disdain for the temple 
sacrifices offered merely externally and without 
profound inner experience is underscored here. The 
external action without the inner change becomes 
worthless before God. James Mayes (Interpretation, 
Logos Systems) understands this to not be opposed 
to temple sacrifices in principle:

 Verse 16 is probably not a rejection of sacrifice 

as such; rather, it is a way of saying that sacrifice is 
not what God wants from the sinner (see Psalm 
50). Sacrifice of animals as the essential way to deal 
with one’s sinfulness is, however, relativized. That 
God turns to and accepts the broken and contrite 
heart/spirit rather than sacrifice is announced by the 
prophet who speaks in Isaiah 66:1–4; see also Isaiah 
57:15–21 and 61:1.  

 Addendum, vv. 18-19. “18 Do good to Zion in your 
good pleasure; rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, 19 then you 
will delight in right sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole 
burnt offerings; then bulls will be offered on your altar. “
 The final two verses probably reflect the later 
post-exilic view of Nehemiah who set out to rebuild 
the walls of Jerusalem at the return of the exiles from 
Babylon. Tate (WBC, Logos Systems) notes:

The last two verses of the psalm were added by a later 
reviser who wanted to interpret the psalm in terms 
of Israel’s corporate experience and also to correct 
any absolutely anticultic interpretation of vv 18–19. 

The form is that of a prayer for 
the restoration of Jerusalem so 
that sacrifices could be made on 
the altar in the temple. God is 
asked to “do good to Zion” in 
his “good pleasure” (ָןוֹצר, which 
means “will” when used of God, 
Pss 40:9; 103:21; 143:10; Ezek 
10:11, and of men, Dan 8:4; 11:3, 
16, 36; Neh 9:24; Esth 1:8; 9:5). 
However, it can also be used of 
God with the nuance of “favor” or 

“grace” (Pss 5:12; 30:6, 8; 89:18; 106:4; Prov 8:35; 
12:2; 18:22), and in this verse it should be under-
stood as something like “in your gracious will.”

 What do these verses have to say to us today? 
Again, quite a lot. Spiritual restoration is central to a 
vital Christian life. Times of renewal always flow into 
our lives as a ongoing need. Restoration comes only 
when things are cleaned up on the inside of us. Mere 
outward acts of worship won’t get the job done. In 
fact, if they are done without the proper inner spirit, 
our very acts of worship become offensive to God. 
 Critical to worship and praise is living in the con-
tinual presence of God. Also, ministry to others in 
helping them find restoration is a natural outgrowth 
of one’s own experience of renewal and restoration 
before God. 
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Texts

 aybi_N"h; !t"ån" wyl'aeâ-aAbB.( 2 `dwI)d"l. rAmðz>mi x:Ceªn:m.l;  WTT Psalm 51:1

 ^ym,ªx]r:÷ broïK. ^D<+s.x;K. ~yhiäl{a/ ynINEåx' 3 `[b;v'(-tB;-la, aB'©÷-rv,a]K;(
 5 `ynIrE)h]j; ytiîaJ'x;meW¥ ynI+wO[]me ynIsEåB.K; Îbr<h,âÐ ¿hBer>h;À 4 `y['(v'p. hxeäm.

 éytiaj'x' Ÿ^’D>b;l. ^Ül. 6 `dymi(t' yDIäg>n< ytiÞaJ'x;w> [d"_ae ynIåa] y[;v'p.â-yKi(
 7 `^j<)p.v'b. hK,îz>Ti ^r<ªb.d"B. qD:îc.Ti ![;m;l.â ytiyfiî['ñ ^yn<©y[eB. [r:îh'w>

 T'c.p;äx' tm,a/â-!he 8 `yMi(ai ynIt.m;îx/y<) aj.xeªb.W÷ yTil.l'_Ax !Awð['B.-!he

 rh"+j.a,w> bAzæaeb. ynIaEåJ.x;T. 9 `ynI[E)ydIAt hm'îk.x' ~tuªs'b.W÷ tAx+Jub;

 hn"l.gE©T'÷ hx'_m.fiw> !Afåf' ynI[eymiv.T;â 10 `!yBi(l.a; gl,V,îmiW ynIseªB.k;T.÷

 bleä 12 `hxe(m. yt;änOwOà[]-lk'w>) ya'_j'x]me ^yn<P'â rTEås.h; 11 `t'yKi(DI tAmïc'[]
 13 `yBi(r>qiB. vDEîx; !Akªn"÷ x:Wrïw> ~yhi_l{a/ yliä-ar"B. rAhj'â

 hb'yviäh' 14 `yNIM<)mi xQ:ïTi-la; ^ªv.d>q'÷ x:Wrïw> ^yn<+p'L.mi ynIkEïyliv.T;-la;

 ~y[iäv.po hd"äM.l;a] 15 `ynIkE)m.s.ti hb'äydIn> x:Wrßw> ^[<+v.yI !Afåf. yLiâ

 ~yhiªl{a/ Ÿ~ymi’D"mi ynIlEÜyCi«h; 16 `WbWv)y" ^yl,îae ~yaiªJ'x;w>÷ ^yk,_r"D>

 ypiªW÷ xT'_p.Ti yt;äp'f. yn"doa]â 17 `^t<)q'd>ci ynI©Avl. !NEïr:T. yti_['WvT. yheîl{a/

 `hc,(r>ti al{å hl'ªA[÷ hn"TE+a,w> xb;z<å #Poåx.t;-al{ ŸyKiÛ 18 `^t<)L'hiT. dyGIïy:

 al{å ~yhiªl{a/÷ hK,_d>nIw> rB"ïv.nI-ble hr"îB'ñv.nI x:Wrá é~yhil{a/ yxeäb.zI) 19

 21 `~Øil'(v'Wry> tAmïAx hn<©b.Ti÷ !AY=ci-ta, ^n>Acr>biâ hb'yjiäyhe 20 `hz<)b.ti

`~yrI)p' ^åx]B;z>mi-l[; Wlß[]y: za'Û lyli_k'w> hl'äA[ qd<c,â-yxeb.zI #Poåx.T; za'Û

Transliterated Hebrew Text
BHT Psalm 51:1 lamnaccëªH mizmôr lüdäwìd 
2 Bü|bô´-´ëläyw nätän hannäbî´ Ka|´ášer-Bä´ ´el-Bat-šäºba` 
3 Honnëºnî ´élöhîm KüHasDeºkä Küröb raHámÊºkä müHË püšä`äy 
4 (harBË) [hereb] KaBBüsëºnî më`áwönî û|mëHa††ä´tî †ahárëºnî 
5 Kî|-püšä`ay ´ánî ´ëdä` wüHa††ä´tî negDî tämîd 
6 lükä lübaDDükä Hä†ä´tî wühära` Bü`ênÊºkä `äSîºtî lüma`an TicDaq Büdobreºkä 
TizKè büšop†eºkä 
7 hën-Bü`äwôn HôläºlTî ûbüHëº†´ ye|Hémaºtnî ´immî 
8 hën-´émet HäpaºcTä ba††ùHôt ûbüsätùm Hokmâ tôdî`ëºnî 
9 TüHa††ü´ëºnî bü´ëzôb wü´e†här TükaBBüsëºnî ûmiššeºleg ´alBîn 
10 Tašmî`ënî SäSôn wüSimHâ Tägëºlnâ `ácämôt DiKKîºtä 
11 hasTër PänÊkä mëHá†ä´äy wü|kol-`áwöºnötaºy müHË 
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12 lëb †ähôr Bürä´-lî ´élöhîm würûªH näkôn HaDDëš BüqirBî 
13 ´al-Tašlîkëºnî millüpänÊºkä würûªH qodšükä ´al-TiqqaH mimmeºnnî 
14 häšîºbâ llî SüSôn yiš`eºkä würûªH nüdîbâ tismükëºnî 
15 ´álammüdâ pöš`îm DüräkÊºkä wüHa††ä´îm ´ëlÊºkä yäšûºbû 
16 haccîlëºnî miDDämîm ´é|löhîm ´élöhê Tüšû`ätî Türannën lüšônî cidqäteºkä 
17 ´ádönäy Süpätay TipTäH ûpî yaGGîd Tühilläteºkä 
18 Kî lö´-taHPöc zeºbaH wü´eTTëºnâ `ôlâ lö´ tircè 
19 zi|bHê ´élöhîm rûªH nišBärâ lëb-nišBär wünidKè ´élöhîm lö´ tibzè 
20 hê†îºbâ bircônkä ´et-ciyyôn Tibnè Hômôt yürûšäläºim 
21 ´äz TaHPöc zibHê-cedeq `ôlâ wükälîl ´äz ya`álû `al-mizBaHákä pärîm

LXX
LXT Psalm 50:1 eivj to. te,loj yalmo.j tw/| Dauid 2  evn tw/| evlqei/n pro.j auvto.n Naqan to.n profh,thn 
h`ni,ka eivsh/lqen pro.j Bhrsabee 3  evle,hso,n me o` qeo,j kata. to. me,ga e;leo,j sou kai. kata. to. plh/qoj tw/n 
oivktirmw/n sou evxa,leiyon to. avno,mhma, mou 4  evpi. plei/on plu/no,n me avpo. th/j avnomi,aj mou kai. avpo. th/j 
a`marti,aj mou kaqa,riso,n me 5  o[ti th.n avnomi,an mou evgw. ginw,skw kai. h` a`marti,a mou evnw,pio,n mou, 
evstin dia. panto,j 6  soi. mo,nw| h[marton kai. to. ponhro.n evnw,pio,n sou evpoi,hsa o[pwj a'n dikaiwqh/|j 
evn toi/j lo,goij sou kai. nikh,sh|j evn tw/| kri,nesqai, se 7  ivdou. ga.r evn avnomi,aij sunelh,mfqhn kai. evn 
a`marti,aij evki,sshse,n me h` mh,thr mou 8  ivdou. ga.r avlh,qeian hvga,phsaj ta. a;dhla kai. ta. kru,fia th/j 
sofi,aj sou evdh,lwsa,j moi 9  r`antiei/j me u`ssw,pw| kai. kaqarisqh,somai plunei/j me kai. u`pe.r cio,na 
leukanqh,somai 10  avkoutiei/j me avgalli,asin kai. euvfrosu,nhn avgallia,sontai ovsta/ tetapeinwme,na 
11  avpo,streyon to. pro,swpo,n sou avpo. tw/n a`martiw/n mou kai. pa,saj ta.j avnomi,aj mou evxa,leiyon 12  
kardi,an kaqara.n kti,son evn evmoi, o` qeo,j kai. pneu/ma euvqe.j evgkai,nison evn toi/j evgka,toij mou 13  mh. 
avporri,yh|j me avpo. tou/ prosw,pou sou kai. to. pneu/ma to. a[gio,n sou mh. avntane,lh|j avpV evmou/ 14  avpo,doj 
moi th.n avgalli,asin tou/ swthri,ou sou kai. pneu,mati h`gemonikw/| sth,riso,n me 15  dida,xw avno,mouj ta.j 
o`dou,j sou kai. avsebei/j evpi. se. evpistre,yousin 16  r`u/sai, me evx ai`ma,twn o` qeo.j o` qeo.j th/j swthri,aj 
mou avgallia,setai h` glw/ssa, mou th.n dikaiosu,nhn sou 17  ku,rie ta. cei,lh mou avnoi,xeij kai. to. sto,ma 
mou avnaggelei/ th.n ai;nesi,n sou 18  o[ti eiv hvqe,lhsaj qusi,an e;dwka a;n o`lokautw,mata ouvk euvdokh,seij 
19  qusi,a tw/| qew/| pneu/ma suntetrimme,non kardi,an suntetrimme,nhn kai. tetapeinwme,nhn o` qeo.j ouvk 
evxouqenw,sei 20  avga,qunon ku,rie evn th/| euvdoki,a| sou th.n Siwn kai. oivkodomhqh,tw ta. tei,ch Ierousalhm 
21  to,te euvdokh,seij qusi,an dikaiosu,nhj avnafora.n kai. o`lokautw,mata to,te avnoi,sousin evpi. to. 
qusiasth,rio,n sou mo,scouj

NASB
For the choir director. A Psalm of David, 

when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

 Be gracious to me, O God, according to Your lovingkindness; 
  According to the greatness of Your compassion blot out my transgressions.  
2  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity 
  And cleanse me from my sin.  

3  For I know my transgressions, 
  And my sin is ever before me.  
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4  Against You, You only, I have sinned 
  And done what is evil in Your sight, 
 So that You are justified when You speak 
  And blameless when You judge.  
5  Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, 
  And in sin my mother conceived me.  

6  Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being, 
  And in the hidden part You will make me know wisdom.  
7  Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
  Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  
8  Make me to hear joy and gladness, 
  Let the bones which You have broken rejoice.  
9  Hide Your face from my sins 
  And blot out all my iniquities.  

10  Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
  And renew a steadfast spirit within me.  
11  Do not cast me away from Your presence 
  And do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of Your salvation 
  And sustain me with a willing spirit.  
13  Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, 
  And sinners will be converted to You.  

14  Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, the God of my salvation; 
  Then my tongue will joyfully sing of Your righteousness.  
15  O Lord, open my lips, 
  That my mouth may declare Your praise.  
16  For You do not delight in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it; 
  You are not pleased with burnt offering.  
17  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
  A broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  

18  By Your favor do good to Zion; 
  Build the walls of Jerusalem.  
19  Then You will delight in righteous sacrifices, 
  In burnt offering and whole burnt offering; 
  Then young bulls will be offered on Your altar.

NRSV
 To the leader. 

A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba. 

 Have mercy on me, O God, 
  according to your steadfast love; 
 according to your abundant mercy 
  blot out my transgressions.  
2  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
  and cleanse me from my sin.  

3  For I know my transgressions, 
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  and my sin is ever before me.  
4  Against you, you alone, have I sinned, 
  and done what is evil in your sight, 
 so that you are justified in your sentence 
  and blameless when you pass judgment.  
5  Indeed, I was born guilty, 
  a sinner when my mother conceived me.  

6  You desire truth in the inward being; 
  therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.  
7  Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; 
  wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  
8  Let me hear joy and gladness; 
  let the bones that you have crushed rejoice.  
9  Hide your face from my sins, 
  and blot out all my iniquities.  

10  Create in me a clean heart, O God, 
  and put a new and right spirit within me.  
11  Do not cast me away from your presence, 
  and do not take your holy spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
  and sustain in me a willing spirit.  

13  Then I will teach transgressors your ways, 
  and sinners will return to you.  
14  Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, 
  O God of my salvation, 
  and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance.  
15  O Lord, open my lips, 
  and my mouth will declare your praise.  
16  For you have no delight in sacrifice; 
  if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased.  
17  The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 
  a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.  

18  Do good to Zion in your good pleasure; 
  rebuild the walls of Jerusalem,  
19  then you will delight in right sacrifices, 
  in burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings; 
  then bulls will be offered on your altar.

NLT
For the choir director: A psalm of David, 

regarding the time Nathan the prophet came to him 
after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba. 

 Have mercy on me, O God, because of your unfailing love. 
  Because of your great compassion, blot out the stain of my sins.  
2  Wash me clean from my guilt. 
  Purify me from my sin.  
3  For I recognize my rebellion; 
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  it haunts me day and night.  

4  Against you, and you alone, have I sinned; 
  I have done what is evil in your sight. 
 You will be proved right in what you say, 
  and your judgment against me is just.  
5  For I was born a sinner— 
  yes, from the moment my mother conceived me.  

6  But you desire honesty from the womb, 
  teaching me wisdom even there.  
7  Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean; 
  wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  
8  Oh, give me back my joy again; 
  you have broken me— now let me rejoice.  
9  Don’t keep looking at my sins. 
  Remove the stain of my guilt.  

10  Create in me a clean heart, O God. 
  Renew a loyal spirit within me.  
11  Do not banish me from your presence, 
  and don’t take your Holy Spirit from me.  
12  Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 
  and make me willing to obey you.  
13  Then I will teach your ways to rebels, 
  and they will return to you.  

14  Forgive me for shedding blood, O God who saves; 
  then I will joyfully sing of your forgiveness.  
15  Unseal my lips, O Lord, 
  that my mouth may praise you.  
16  You do not desire a sacrifice, or I would offer one. 
  You do not want a burnt offering.  
17  The sacrifice you desire is a broken spirit. 
  You will not reject a broken and repentant heart, O God.  
18  Look with favor on Zion and help her; 
  rebuild the walls of Jerusalem.  
19  Then you will be pleased with sacrifices offered in the right spirit— 
  with burnt offerings and whole burnt offerings. 
  Then bulls will again be sacrificed on your altar.
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