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Psalm 51- We Must Be Truly Clean 

[Announce Text] Please keep your Bibles open to Psalm 51. 

[Scripture Introduction] This week we continue our summer series on the Psalms- 
the great hymnbook and prayer book of the saints. The place where we 
encounter what it means to be needy and grateful saints living up close with an all 
powerful God. Today’s Psalm, Psalm 51, is one of the most famous of all and 
sheds much light on the Christian experience of forgiveness. 

[Prayer for illumination] Please pray with me… 

[Illustration] Can you imagine going two months without a bath or shower? That’s 
60 days without being clean. If you are 80 year old Amou Haji of Iran, that’s 
nothing- he claims that he hasn’t bathed in 60 YEARS. The man believes that 
cleanliness brings sickness so his skin and hair is caked with dark dirt. One article 
states that he subsists mostly on porcupine meat and smokes a pipe filled with 
animal dung when he isn’t smoking five cigarettes at a time. If it weren’t for the 
Tehran Times, most people wouldn’t know about Amou because he’s rarely seen. 
He’s rarely seen because he doesn’t want to be seen- he lives in isolation away 
from others after suffering an emotional setback as a youth. He is being called the 
world’s dirtiest man.  

 But perhaps he isn’t. Perhaps you are here and you would love to be the 
world’s dirtiest man- if all it took was being clean on the outside. Because maybe 
when you are seen you look clean but you know that on the inside you are filthy 
and dirty and, like Amou Haji- you’ve been that way for years. If that’s you, you 
are in the right place. You are about to hear the experience of someone who felt 
just the way you do and you are surrounded by people who have been where you 
are. Psalm 51 was written for people who have begun to see the filth of their sin 
and who need to be made clean. People who know that appearances are not 
always reality- people who are struggling with guilt from their past and want a 
way forward. Psalm 51 tells us that… 

[Proposition] We must be fully cleansed of our sin. 

The life of David and the testimony seen here in Psalm 51 shows us that our sin 
will make us rot away. But there is always more to cleansing than a little bit of 
water. The dirt and stains need to be identified, the proper cleaning must be 
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done, and being made clean always has a purpose- whether it’s to look, smell, or 
feel better for the sake of yourself or others. In this passage the stains are truly 
seen, we are cleaned by God, and the purpose is that we will sing to God with our 
lives. We must be truly seen, we must be truly clean, and we will have lives that 
sing.  

Let’s look first at the fact that… 

[Main Point 1] We must be truly seen in our sin. 

King David who is credited with writing this Psalm is the one who wants to be 
made clean- the one who feels dirty. Ironically, the dirtiness that King David felt 
began with a bath. Instead of leading his people into battle which faithful kings 
viewed as their duty, David was lounging with ease in his palace in Jerusalem and 
saw a beautiful woman, named Bathsheba, bathing. Bathsheba was the wife of 
one of David’s most loyal soldiers- Uriah the Hittite. David had Bathsheba brought 
to him, they committed adultery together which led to a pregnancy for 
Bathsheba. After failed attempts to cover that up, David had Uriah killed in battle 
so that he could marry the widow of his friend and be the father to her child. 
Probably very few people knew about this, but God knew, and we are told at the 
end of this turn of events in 2 Samuel 11- that “the thing that David had done 
displeased the LORD.” The prophet Nathan then comes with God’s Word and 
reveals this truth to David and he sees the evil filth of his own sin with clarity and 
He seeks repentance and forgiveness from the all-seeing God whom He’s 
displeased. He also is finally being truly seen by himself- maybe for the first time. 
Let’s look first at why 

[Subpoint 1] We must be truly seen in our sin by God 

Look again at vv. 1-6 of Psalm 51- Have mercy on me, O God, according to your 
steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! 

For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you only, 
have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in 
your words and blameless in your judgment. Behold, I was brought forth in 
iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. Behold, you delight in truth in the 
inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.  
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There are two things about God in this passage that relate to our being truly seen 
by Him. First, is the fact that He always truly sees- the evil that is done is “in His 
sight” as v. 4 tells us- and that He knows what’s going on in our “inward being” 
and in our “secret heart” as v. 6 shows. He always knows what reality is in your 
life. He sees you as you are- He sees your sin. Second, the great comfort in this 
passage is that the God who truly sees is this God. A God who is blameless in His 
judgment, as v. 4 states, but who is also abundant in mercy who loves people 
according to His steadfast love.  

The word translated as “steadfast love” is the Hebrew word Hesed- which is a 
particular kind of love, covenant love, that God has toward His people. A love that 
reveals a God who will keep His word and promises that were made in the past. 
David knows that the covenant that God makes with His people includes the 
promise of forgiveness of sins for all those who turn to God in faith and 
repentance. So David has the great comfort that the God He is speaking to in 
prayer will forgive Him. This is not the case with anyone else- God or man. That’s 
why we want this God, David’s God, to be the one who truly sees us in our sin. 

We must be truly seen by this merciful God,  

[Subpoint 2] We must also truly see our sin. 

Look again at vv. 3-6 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 
Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you 
may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. Behold, I was 
brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. Behold, you 
delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart. 

Your biggest problems are not your health issues. Your biggest problems are not 
your financial difficulties. Your biggest problems are not the people in your life 
who’ve wronged you. Your biggest problem is not something outside you- it’s 
something inside you. Your biggest problem is your sin and the wrath of God that 
you deserve as a sinner. David saw this. 

Previously David, like a lot of us, was only concerned with appearances, with 
covering his tracks. But now he truly sees his problem- He’s sinned against a holy 
God- he now knows his transgressions, his sin is always before him, he knows that 
the root issue is not outside of him but actually the sin that resides inside of him- 
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in his inward being. He goes so far as to say that he’s only sinned against God. 
How can David say this? 

Ultimately, even the adultery with Bathsheba and conspiracy and murder, is 
against God. We violate God’s laws. Because He’s present everywhere we commit 
sins in God’s presence. We are God’s image-bearers, so we use the resources God 
has given us to advance His agenda against Him so that in our sin we are 
advancing the purposes of evil in opposition to the role we’ve been commissioned 
for. Crucially, we sin against God’s image-bearers. 

[Illustration] When I was growing up, the representative to the US House of 
Representatives for this region was a man named George Nethercutt. All over the 
inland Northwest were blue signs with Nethercutt’s name on it. Nethercutt was a 
Republican who ran on an initial platform arguing for term limits, claiming that he 
would only fill the seat, if elected, for three terms. When his third session in 
Congress ended in 2000, Nethercutt decided to run again for a fourth term. 
Having violated his promise, a number of his signs had the word “lies” written 
under his name in spray paint. “Nethercutt lies” the signs would say. Now the 
question is, who was this vandalism an attack on, the sign or the man the sign 
represents? The answer or course, is that the attack was on the man. The same 
thing goes for when you sin against an image-bearer of God- you are sinning 
against the God that that human represents. Ultimately, all sin is against God.  

[Application] When you realize the reality of this- you really feel the filth of your 
sin. You see things, at some level, the way God see things- as they truly are. But 
the problem is, if sin is blinding as the Bible shows, how do we see these things in 
ourselves? We need a mirror. 

How are you going to know that drawing unnecessary attention to yourself on 
social media is pride? How are you going to truly see that your use of 
pornography is a form of adultery? How are you going to truly see that your 
bitterness toward your spouse or parents is self-righteousness? How do you see 
that when you refuse to share with your siblings, it’s stealing? The answer is that 
you need the Bible to function as a mirror- reflecting your failings and sin. 
Otherwise, you will go on being a clone of the culture around you not knowing 
that you are dirty with sin. 
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But sometimes, because of the way our sin impacts our understanding, the Bible 
on it’s own doesn’t provide the clearest mirror image for us to see our sin. You 
may know from the Bible that speaking too much is a symptom of pride, but how 
do you know that you are speaking too much? You may know that anxiety is a 
symptom of unbelief but how do you know if you are being anxious? You may 
know that you aren’t supposed to be neglecting meeting with the saints, but how 
do you know if maybe you are neglecting fellowship or not? You may know that 
entertainment can be a form of idolatry but how do you know if your use of 
Netflix or video games is crossing that line? The mirror you need to truly be able 
see is the local church- where people really get to know you, maybe everything 
about you, for years. People who can hold up the mirror and show you where you 
should be encouraged but also hold up the mirror so that you can truly see your 
own sin. This is why we value membership in the local church here. We all feel 
that we need others to hold up this mirror and show us the dirt that needs to be 
cleansed. 

We must be truly seen, and the purpose is to see that  

[Main Point 2] We must be truly clean. 

Look again at vv. 6-12- Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you 
teach me wisdom in the secret heart. 

Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than 
snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have broken rejoice. 
Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. Create in me a clean 
heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away from your 
presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your 
salvation and uphold me with a willing spirit.  

This passage shows us that once we’ve been truly seen we will need to be truly 
clean in two ways. 

[Subpoint 1] First, we must have a truly clean record. 

Look again at v. 9- Hide your face from my sins, and blot our all my iniquities. 
When Jesus died on the cross, He paid the full penalty for the sins of everyone 
who would put their trust in Him. Wiping the record of their sins away 
completely- because the punishment they deserve has been dealt with. He, 
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additionally, gives us the perfect record of His own sinless life. This happens by 
means of faith, putting our full trust in Him. There will no longer be a record of 
our sins, no matter how vile or dirty. No matter how distant or recent. This is the 
good news of the gospel, that when you put your trust in Jesus- His work cleanses 
you and your record. 

[Subpoint 2] Second, we must have a truly clean heart. 

To have a clean record would be wonderful for the past and present, but a clean 
heart that empowers us to live a holy life in the future would be a further 
blessing. To be able to actually, slowly but surely, sin less and prevent ourselves 
from continuing to hurt others, offend God, and pile on future guilt and shame 
would be further great news.  

The Psalmist uses Old Testament language here. When a person was infected with 
leprosy and thus unclean, that person had to stay outside the camp. But if the 
person was healed the priest would examine him, and then the priest would take 
a piece of hyssop, which was a plant- and dip it in water and blood from a bird 
and sprinkle the person as a sign of cleansing. It was kind of like a very serious 
holy water sprinkler. Instead of feeling the cool water from a lawn sprinkler on a 
hot day, the newly clean person would feel, with each droplet that hit him, the 
symbolic approval of God cleansing him fully and completely.  

David knows that God is the only one who can cleanse him from the sin He has 
committed. He knows that only God can wash Him so that He is whiter than snow. 
He knows that only God can create a clean heart, since our hearts are dirty, any 
efforts of our own to make ourselves clean would only spread the dirt around. We 
need someone from outside us to give us a clean heart.  

If you look up to v. 2, we see the phrase- “Wash me thoroughly” which is laundry 
language. To get things clean it takes tremendous effort if you don’t have a 
washing machine- and it can be hard on the clothing. When you truly see your sin 
and what it does to your standing before a Holy God you will want to be clean, 
and you won’t care how badly it hurts to be made clean. You will be willing to do 
whatever it takes.  

Additionally, look at vv. 11-12, when we sin against someone- when we know 
they are unhappy with us, we normally want to retreat from that person. But 
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David knows that that being away from God’s presence will not solve His 
problems- the problems can only be dealt with by being close to God. To having 
God the Holy Spirit inside you. Then, your new nature, your truly clean heart will 
bring joy and a willing spirit that rejoices in the joy of knowing that you are saved- 
then the pain, like broken bones, that were needed prior to cleansing will be small 
in the context of the joy you feel.  

[Illustration] Most companies that make microprocessors for computer systems 
have a very special place where they are made. There may be a lot of places 
where things may be designed or later distributed, but there is really only one 
place that these precise, little pieces of technology can be actually constructed- 
and that’s a clean room. Cleanrooms filter out air particulates to prevent the 
smallest pieces of dust from corrupting the effectiveness of the circuit or other 
pieces, which would eventually cause the computer it’s installed in to fail. It can 
be a big factory, with a lot of different rooms and a lot of different things going 
on, but if you want to assemble a microprocessor, you must go to the cleanroom.  

[Application] In a similar way, we can only go to Christ for cleansing. You may be 
able to find other things in other places, but if you want to be truly clean, at the 
heart level- you must go to Jesus. Everywhere and everyone else lacks the means 
to clean us. You must come to Jesus. Other people may make the effort to forgive 
us. Time may pass and the earthly consequences of our sins may seem to have 
run their course. But only God can give you a clean heart. Do precisely what David 
did in this passage, confess your sin, cry out to the merciful God for forgiveness 
and receive cleansing. Remember what Jesus said to Peter in John 13:8 on the 
night he was betrayed: “If I do not wash you, you have no share with me.” 

Some of you here are thinking about the loved ones in your life- who you’ve 
prayed for for a long time- and things look so bleak. They show no interest in 
Christ or His ways, they may even be hostile or angry with you when you bring up 
your care for Him and His church. It’s God who creates the clean heart- and He 
can do it in an instant, it’s a small thing for Him, so keep praying, keep being 
faithful, God may yet make them fully clean.  

Perhaps you are here and this all sounds like some sort of fairy tale where some 
magical being called God magically changes someone’s heart. But how do you 
deal with people whose morality needs changed? Maybe you don’t have a 
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problem with adultery between two consenting adults- even if it may have been 
initiated by a male in a place of power, in which you are likely to be on record of 
the numerous male celebrities who have gotten themselves in trouble- but 
murder? An organized hit from a political ruler seems wrong doesn’t it? And so 
you are right to want these things changed. These things happen in all manner of 
societies and ethnicities. So is changing the external circumstances and controls 
really going to change human behavior? Further, if we are slaves to our genetic 
code, then working for moral change will take millennia of special breeding to 
weed this behavior out- so why bother now? But if people actually can be 
changed- then your efforts might be worthwhile. 

[Transition] We must be truly seen in our sin so that we can be fully clean from 
God’s work in cleansing us. Finally, once that’s been begun 

[Main Point 3] We must let our lives sing. 

If you are here and you don’t have much experience with Christianity- you 
undoubtedly noticed something during the first half of our service- we sing. 
Where else do you go where people just sing? When I was leading a Christian club 
in college a few leaders from one of the atheist clubs came to our weekly 
meeting. One of them said that they didn’t have any problem with hearing a 
message that they disagreed with, or even hearing some people pray- what made 
him most uncomfortable was what he called our “cult” singing. I realized that 
singing corporately is a rare thing in our culture. Christians are commanded to 
sing, but we also want to sing- not just with our voices but with every part of our 
lives. We want to celebrate what God, in Christ, has done! But why?- two quick 
reasons are shown in this passage: 

[Subpoint 1] First, we want our lives to sing for the salvation of others. 

Look again at v. 13- Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will 
return to you.  

When we’ve been fully cleansed by the work of Jesus Christ after truly seeing how 
sinful we are, we want to tell others! We want to share the good news of Jesus 
Christ and how He has come to bring sinners to Himself and cleans them by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. We want to tell people like us where to go for a new 
heart! 
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Notice the very communal nature of our salvation. Every Christian is here because 
somewhere at some time, someone told them about Jesus, the true man who is 
truly God and who came and accomplished everything needed for our salvation- 
even though that meant going to the cross. We are converted because a chain 
reaction of people and events has been used by God to bring us to Himself. We, 
therefore, are happy to be part of that chain reaction for those around us. We 
want them to see that God is a good God, full of love toward undeserving dirty 
sinners- and yet washes them so that they are fully clean. 

[Subpoint 2] Second, we want our lives to sing in order to please the LORD. 

Look again at vv. 14-19- Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, O God of my 
salvation, and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness. O Lord, open my 
lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I 
would give it; you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. The sacrifices of God 
are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 

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

Without a clean heart, even our best works are as filthy rags. David realized this 
and uses similar language in v. 16. Offering up even the commanded Old 
Testament sacrifices won’t delight God. David, the king, with unimaginable wealth 
at his disposal was able and willing, it seems, to sacrifice thousands of animals- he 
was that rich. But he knows that doing that simply as a duty won’t please God. All 
of our prayers, church attendance, giving, good deeds, will not save us and will 
not please God unless we have the clean heart only God can provide. But when 
He gives us that clean heart- then, every aspect of our lives can sing to God in 
praise! 

When we have a humble and contrite heart, made new by the work of the Holy 
Spirit, God goes from not delighting in our works in v. 16 to being pleased with 
them in v. 19. It’s the heart that matters.  

Our physical bodies too will want to continue to sing to God with good works in 
celebration to God for His ability to make us a new creation. Our burdens from 
this life are all part of the old creation, those are what depress us, discourage us, 
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and seem to defeat us. But when there’s a new creation- there’s hope- there’s 
reason to celebrate. 

Look back at v. 8- Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have 
broken rejoice.  

That word for “rejoice” there has a meaning akin to “dance.” Do you ever so 
overflow with joy that your whole body gets involved in the celebration? That’s 
what the joy of a new heart, of cleansing from sin should do for us. 

[Illustration] If you ever go to a construction site, you’ll often find music playing. 
The experienced general contractor is playing classic rock, the young electrician is 
playing heavy metal, the plumber and painter want to listen to some easy 
listening music. And they all bring their own stereos. So what can tend to happen 
is that everyone starts turning up their own music to drown out the music that’s 
coming from the room down the hall, and usually, the other workers have to do 
the same. So it starts to get loud. 

When you get a clean heart and a right spirit within you, the music of your soul 
will drown out the music of the situations around you to the point that even 
though you know that the discouraging songs of this life are playing around you- 
you are caught up in what’s happening where you are- what God is doing- and 
you’re ready to dance.  

[Application] How does your life sing? Have you forgotten what it was like to truly 
see your sin and then be fully clean thanks to the work of Christ? I can tend to 
forget. We need God to restore to us the joy of our salvation as v. 12 tells us. We 
need to seek God in prayer, the Bible, fellowship, and song. We need to follow the 
example of David- we need to see the horror and filth of our sin, to see how 
hopeless we are on our own, and then be reminded that God surely will cleanse 
us by the power of His Spirit thanks to the work of Jesus Christ- and that it comes 
to us freely. Join with me in seeking God until He gives this to us. 

How else does your life sing? Are you so overjoyed that you get excited to give 
your money to God’s kingdom? David was willing to give up His wealth in order to 
please God- He was willing to give up his livestock as sacrifices. How about you? 
Do you find that you don’t want to part with your money because it means you’ll 
have a little bit less in quantity and quality? When you’ve been given a clean 
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heart, you will be overjoyed to give things away- even when it’s hard. The joy of 
the Lord will make you want to give God anything that will further His glory and 
bring Him pleasure.  

Just as you can tell someone’s priorities by the way they spend their money, you 
can also see their priorities by the way they spend their time. Does your use of 
time sing to those around you that you have been made clean? What do you do in 
your free time? Do you protect time with your church family and your family 
worship time like it’s sacred? What do you think about in your spare time? People 
who truly see their sin and recognize that Christ has truly cleansed them tend to 
use their time to know their savior more. How about you? Are you so overjoyed 
with what Christ has done for you that you can’t wait to spend time reading the 
Bible and good books, talking about God when you are with others, or find 
yourself spontaneously overflowing in prayers of thanksgiving to God for what 
He’s done? If we’ve truly seen our sin and seen that Christ makes us fully clean, 
our lives will sing to God and those around us. 

 


