
Psalms, Teacher’s Guide 

Week 8: True Repentance and Renewal 

Psalm 51 

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation) 

Psalm 51 is the deepest cry of repentance in Scripture, born from David’s sin with Bathsheba 
and against Uriah, and it is the second great penitential psalm of this study. What is doctrinally 
at stake is the nature of true repentance, the God-ward seriousness of sin, and the means of 
cleansing. David models repentance that owns sin without excuse, appeals entirely to God’s 
mercy, longs for inward renewal and not merely escape, and treasures God’s presence above all. 
Teach this as the pattern of genuine repentance over against mere regret, embarrassment, or 
the discomfort of getting caught (the ‘worldly grief’ of 2 Corinthians 7:10). 

Two points require special doctrinal care. First, verse 5 (‘in sin did my mother conceive me’) 
must not be read as the Calvinistic doctrine of total depravity or inherited guilt. David is 
confessing, in strong poetic terms, how deep and pervasive his own sinfulness runs, that it 
reaches to the very roots of his being. He is not teaching that newborns bear personal guilt or 
that humans are incapable of responding to God. Scripture holds that we become guilty when 
we sin (Ezekiel 18:20), that children are innocent (Matthew 18:3; 19:14), and that the gospel call 
is genuinely answerable by real human beings. Second, the means of cleansing must be framed 
by the New Covenant: David’s washing is fulfilled not in animal sacrifice, which he himself says 
God does not finally desire (vv. 16–17), but in the blood of Christ, received through faith, 
repentance, confession, and baptism into Christ (Acts 2:38; 22:16; Hebrews 10:1–14). Do not let 
the lesson drift toward a ‘sinner’s prayer’ or toward sacrifice as the ground of pardon. 

This psalm is, of course, intensely formational. Repentance is not a one-time event at conversion 
but the ongoing posture of the Christian heart. Nearly everyone in the room needs to learn, or 
relearn, how to repent honestly and to long for the clean heart only God can create. Aim to send 
students home both clear about how God washes sinners clean in Christ and moved to bring 
their own sin to Him with David’s honesty, treasuring His presence above every lesser thing. 

Question 1 

Student Question: 

David begins, “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your 
abundant mercy blot out my transgressions” (v. 1). He appeals not to his own merit but entirely 
to God’s character. What does it teach us that David asks for mercy on the basis of who God is 
rather than anything good in himself, and why is this the only true ground on which any of us can 
come to God? 



Commentary and Teaching Notes 

Begin with the ground of David’s appeal. He asks for mercy ‘according to your steadfast love’ 
and ‘abundant mercy,’ not according to any goodness in himself. A man who has just committed 
adultery and arranged a murder has no merit to plead. He throws himself entirely on the 
character of God. 

Teach this as the universal ground of approach to God. None of us comes to God on the basis of 
our record; we all come as debtors to mercy. The best person in the room and the worst stand 
on exactly the same ground before God, His grace. This levels pride and lifts despair at once. 

Note the words for forgiveness: ‘blot out,’ ‘wash,’ ‘cleanse.’ David piles them up because he 
needs comprehensive cleansing, not a partial pardon. The abundance of God’s mercy is equal to 
the depth of David’s need, and ours. 

Apply the comfort. No sin is too great for God’s abundant mercy. David’s sins were grievous, and 
yet he appeals confidently to a love greater than his sin. The repentant sinner never exhausts 
the mercy of God. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Coming to God on the basis of His mercy, not our merit. 
• Grace as the universal and only ground of approach to God. 
• The comprehensive cleansing David seeks (blot out, wash, cleanse). 
• God’s mercy as greater than the depth of our sin. 
• Mercy that levels pride and lifts despair at once. 

Discussion Prompts 

• Why must we come to God on the basis of His character, not our own? 
• How does this truth both humble the proud and comfort the despairing? 
• Is there a sin you fear is too great for God’s mercy? What does David teach you? 

Question 2 

Student Question: 

David prays, “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me” (v. 3); he no longer 
hides from what he has done. Is there a sin you have been keeping out of sight, refusing to look 
at directly? What does it do to a person to keep their sin ‘behind them’ rather than honestly 
before them and before God? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 



This self-examining question takes up verse 3: ‘my sin is ever before me.’ For nearly a year David 
had kept his sin behind him, out of sight. True repentance turns and looks at it honestly. Ask 
students what they have been keeping out of view. 

Explain the difference between morbid self-flagellation and honest seeing. David is not 
wallowing; he is facing the truth so it can be dealt with. Hidden sin festers (as Psalm 32 taught); 
sin brought into the light can be confessed and cleansed. 

Caution against the opposite ditch as well. Some keep their sin so relentlessly ‘before them’ that 
they never accept the cleansing God offers. The goal of seeing our sin honestly is to bring it to 
God and then to receive His forgiveness, not to carry it forever. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Turning to face sin honestly rather than keeping it out of view. 
• The difference between honest seeing and morbid self-punishment. 
• Hidden sin festering versus confessed sin cleansed (cf. Psalm 32). 
• Seeing our sin in order to bring it to God and receive cleansing. 

Discussion Prompts 

• Is there a sin you have been keeping out of sight? 
• What does keeping sin ‘behind us’ do to us over time? 
• How do we face our sin honestly without wallowing in it? 

Question 3 

Student Question: 

David confesses, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight” (v. 4). 
Yet his sin clearly wronged Bathsheba, Uriah, and the nation. In what sense is every sin 
ultimately against God, and why does grasping the God-ward nature of sin actually lead to 
deeper, not lighter, repentance? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

Address the puzzle of verse 4 head-on. David says he sinned ‘against you, you only,’ yet he had 
grievously wronged Bathsheba, Uriah, and the nation. He is not denying that he harmed people; 
he is recognizing that every sin is, at its root, an offense against God, whose law is broken and 
whose image-bearers are wronged. 

Teach the God-ward nature of sin. Sin is not merely breaking a rule or hurting a person; it is 
rebellion against the Creator to whom we owe everything. Joseph understood this when he 
refused Potiphar’s wife: ‘How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?’ (Genesis 
39:9). The horizontal harm is real, but the vertical offense is primary. 



Show why this deepens repentance rather than lightening it. We might rationalize a wrong 
against a person (‘they had it coming,’ ‘it wasn’t that bad’), but to see sin as against the holy 
God strips away every excuse. The God-ward view makes sin weightier, and therefore makes 
repentance more honest. 

Hold the two dimensions together. Recognizing sin as primarily against God does not cancel our 
obligation to make things right with people we have wronged (Matthew 5:23–24). David’s 
vertical confession does not erase the horizontal damage; true repentance owns both. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Every sin as primarily an offense against God (Genesis 39:9). 
• Sin as rebellion against the Creator, not merely rule-breaking. 
• The God-ward view of sin deepening rather than lightening repentance. 
• Holding together the vertical offense and the horizontal harm (Matthew 5:23–24). 
• The removal of excuses when sin is seen as against the holy God. 

Discussion Prompts 

• In what sense is every sin ultimately against God? 
• Why does seeing sin as God-ward lead to deeper repentance? 
• How do we own both the offense against God and the harm to people? 

Question 4 

Student Question: 

David asks God to “wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow” (v. 7) and to restore “the joy of 
your salvation” (v. 12), longing not just to escape consequences but to be truly clean and joyful 
again. When you have sinned, are you more eager to escape the consequences or to be made 
genuinely clean? What does your answer reveal about your view of sin? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

This self-focused question exposes a crucial difference. David wants more than to escape 
consequences; he wants to be ‘whiter than snow’ and to have ‘the joy of your salvation’ 
restored. He longs for cleanness and joy, not just relief from punishment. 

Diagnose the heart by its desire. The person who only wants the consequences to go away is 
sorry they got caught; the person who longs to be clean is sorry they sinned. The first is worldly 
grief; the second is godly grief that leads to real repentance (2 Corinthians 7:10). 

Apply it honestly. Help students notice which they more naturally want when they sin. The aim 
is not to manufacture feelings but to let the gospel reshape desire, so that we come to hate the 
sin itself, not merely its fallout, and to treasure the clean joy of restored fellowship with God. 



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Longing to be clean versus merely wanting to escape consequences. 
• Godly grief versus worldly grief (2 Corinthians 7:10). 
• Being sorry for sin itself, not just for getting caught. 
• The gospel reshaping our desires toward holiness and restored joy. 

Discussion Prompts 

• When you sin, do you want to escape consequences or to be made clean? 
• What does your answer reveal about your view of sin? 
• How might the gospel reshape what you want when you fall? 

Question 5 

Student Question: 

David prays, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me” (v. 10), 
using the same word for ‘create’ that describes God making the world from nothing. Why does 
David ask God to create rather than merely to forgive, and what does this teach us about 
repentance as the doorway to genuine inward renewal, not just a wiping of the record? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

Focus on the verb in verse 10: ‘create.’ It is the same Hebrew word used in Genesis 1:1 for God 
creating the heavens and the earth, a word used in Scripture only of God, never of human 
making. David is asking for an act of new creation, something only God can do. 

Draw the implication. David does not ask merely for the slate to be wiped clean; he asks for a 
new heart. He knows that forgiveness of past sins is not enough if the heart that produced them 
remains unchanged. Repentance reaches past pardon toward transformation. 

Connect to the New Covenant promise. What David prayed for, God promised through Ezekiel: ‘I 
will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you’ (Ezekiel 36:26). This is the 
inward renewal of the new birth, the work of God’s Spirit making us new (Titus 3:5). David 
glimpsed from afar what the gospel brings near. 

Apply it to the Christian life. Renewal is both a decisive gift (the new heart given in Christ) and 
an ongoing work (the daily renewing of the inner self, 2 Corinthians 4:16; Romans 12:2). We 
keep asking God to create in us clean hearts, cooperating with the Spirit’s transforming work. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• ‘Create’ as a word used only of God’s creative work (Genesis 1:1). 
• Repentance reaching past pardon toward inward renewal. 
• The New Covenant promise of a new heart and spirit (Ezekiel 36:26). 



• Inward renewal as the work of God’s Spirit (Titus 3:5). 
• Renewal as both a decisive gift and an ongoing work (2 Corinthians 4:16; Romans 12:2). 

Discussion Prompts 

• Why does David ask God to ‘create’ rather than merely forgive? 
• What does this teach us about repentance and inward change? 
• How is the clean heart both a gift and an ongoing work? 

Question 6 

Student Question: 

David promises, “Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you” (v. 
13); his restoration overflows into helping others find their way back. How might God use even 
your past failures and your experience of His forgiveness to help someone else return to Him? 
Whose return might your honesty make possible? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

This self-focused question takes up verse 13: David’s restoration overflows into helping others 
return. Forgiven people become guides for the still-wandering. Our failures, redeemed, become 
a ministry. 

Encourage students that their past sins, brought to God, are not only forgiven but can be put to 
use. The person who has been forgiven much and knows it can speak to a struggler with 
credibility and compassion that the self-righteous never have. 

Guard against two errors. Do not glorify the sin itself or treat grace as a reason to sin (Romans 
6:1). And do not require public disclosure of every private sin. The point is that an honest, 
humble experience of God’s mercy equips us to point others to that same mercy. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Forgiven sinners becoming guides for the wandering. 
• Redeemed failure as a ministry of credibility and compassion. 
• Not glorifying sin or treating grace as license (Romans 6:1). 
• Wise discretion about what to disclose, while pointing others to mercy. 

Discussion Prompts 

• How might God use your experience of forgiveness to help someone else? 
• Whose return to God might your honesty make possible? 
• How do we share our story without glorifying the sin? 

Question 7 



Student Question: 

David writes, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you 
will not despise” (v. 17). Under the Old Covenant the temple sacrifices were commanded, yet 
David says God desires a broken heart more than the offering itself. What does this teach us 
about what God truly wants from a repentant sinner, and how does it warn us against treating 
any outward religious act as a substitute for a changed heart? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

Verses 16–17 contain a striking statement: ‘you will not delight in sacrifice... The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit.’ Under the Old Covenant, sacrifices were commanded by God, yet David 
recognizes that the outward offering was never the point; God always wanted the heart behind 
it. 

Teach the principle that runs through all of Scripture: God desires the heart, not mere ritual. ‘To 
obey is better than sacrifice’ (1 Samuel 15:22); ‘this people honors me with their lips, but their 
heart is far from me’ (Isaiah 29:13; Matthew 15:8). Outward religion without a contrite heart is 
empty, even hypocritical. 

Warn against the perennial temptation to substitute religious activity for a changed heart. We 
can attend worship, give, and serve, all good things, while using them to avoid the harder work 
of genuine repentance. The forms can become a hiding place from God rather than a meeting 
with Him. 

Apply it to New Covenant worship carefully. The principle is not that outward acts of worship do 
not matter, we are commanded to assemble, to commune at the Lord’s Table, to give. The point 
is that these must flow from a contrite, sincere heart, or they are empty. God still looks first at 
the heart behind the act. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• God desiring the contrite heart above mere ritual (1 Samuel 15:22; Isaiah 29:13). 
• Outward religion without a changed heart as empty. 
• The temptation to substitute religious activity for true repentance. 
• New Covenant worship as commanded, yet flowing from a sincere heart. 
• God looking first at the heart behind every act. 

Discussion Prompts 

• What does God truly want from a repentant sinner? 
• How can religious activity become a substitute for a changed heart? 
• How do we keep our worship from becoming empty ritual? 

Question 8 



Student Question: 

David asks, “Cast me not away from your presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me” (v. 
11); his deepest fear is losing nearness to God. When you sin, what do you fear losing most, your 
reputation, your comfort, your self-image, or your closeness to God? What would it mean to 
treasure God’s presence the way David did? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

This self-focused question takes up verse 11: ‘take not your Holy Spirit from me.’ David’s 
deepest dread is not punishment or lost reputation but lost nearness to God. His sin has 
threatened the thing he treasures most, God’s presence. 

Use this as a diagnostic of what we love. When we sin, what we most fear losing reveals what 
we most treasure. The person who fears losing reputation treasures reputation; the person 
who, like David, fears losing God’s presence treasures God. Help students examine their own 
fears honestly. 

Handle the verse with a light doctrinal touch. David prays under the Old Covenant, where the 
Spirit came upon individuals for particular purposes and could be withdrawn (as from Saul). The 
Christian has received the indwelling Spirit as a gift (Acts 2:38; Ephesians 1:13–14). Yet the 
underlying longing remains exactly right for us: to treasure God’s presence above all, and to take 
seriously that persistent, unrepented sin grieves the Spirit (Ephesians 4:30) and can, if we 
abandon the faith, separate us from God (Hebrews 3:12–14). 

Bring it home. The goal is to cultivate David’s value system, to count nearness to God as our 
greatest treasure, so that the fear of losing it becomes a powerful motive against sin. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Treasuring God’s presence above reputation, comfort, or self-image. 
• What we fear losing in sin as a diagnostic of what we love. 
• The Old Covenant context of verse 11 versus the Christian’s indwelling Spirit (Acts 2:38; 

Ephesians 1:13–14). 
• Persistent sin grieving the Spirit (Ephesians 4:30). 
• Nearness to God as the believer’s greatest treasure and motive against sin. 

Discussion Prompts 

• When you sin, what do you most fear losing? 
• What does that fear reveal about what you treasure? 
• What would it mean to value God’s presence the way David did? 

Question 9 



Student Question: 

David cries to be washed and made clean (vv. 2, 7), and admits, “I was brought forth in iniquity, 
and in sin did my mother conceive me” (v. 5), confessing a sinfulness that runs deep. How does 
the New Testament show us where this cleansing finally comes from, the blood of Christ rather 
than animal sacrifice, and how does a person actually receive the clean heart and new spirit 
David prayed for, both in coming to Christ and in the ongoing repentance of the Christian life? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

Start with David’s cry to be washed clean, and with the honest confession of verse 5: ‘in sin did 
my mother conceive me.’ Handle this verse carefully, because it is often misread. David is using 
strong poetic language to confess how deep and pervasive his own sinfulness runs, that it 
reaches to the very foundations of his being. He is not teaching that infants are born personally 
guilty, nor that human beings are so totally corrupt that they cannot respond to God. 

State the boundary plainly and kindly. Scripture does not teach the Calvinistic doctrine of total 
depravity or inherited guilt. We become guilty when we choose to sin (Ezekiel 18:20 says the 
soul who sins shall die, and the son does not bear the guilt of the father). Jesus held up little 
children as the very picture of the kingdom (Matthew 18:3; 19:14), which He could not do if they 
were guilty sinners. And the gospel call is genuinely answerable, God commands all people 
everywhere to repent (Acts 17:30), which assumes they are able to respond. David confesses 
real, deep sinfulness without teaching that humans are incapable of turning to God. 

Now teach where cleansing finally comes from. David longed to be washed, but he himself 
recognized that sacrifice was not what God ultimately desired (vv. 16–17), and the New 
Testament says plainly that ‘it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins’ 
(Hebrews 10:4). The true cleansing comes through the blood of Christ, the one sufficient 
sacrifice (Hebrews 10:10–14; 1 John 1:7). What David prayed for is granted in Jesus. 

Then teach how a person actually receives the clean heart and new spirit, consistent with the 
gospel. For the lost, this is not a ‘sinner’s prayer’ but the response Peter commanded: ‘Repent 
and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 
and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 2:38). Ananias told Saul, ‘Rise and be 
baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name’ (Acts 22:16). In baptism we are united 
with Christ’s death and raised to new life (Romans 6:3–4), receiving the clean heart and new 
spirit David sought. 

Then teach the ongoing repentance of the Christian. The believer who sins does not start over 
from scratch but confesses and is cleansed: ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (1 John 1:9). Psalm 51 thus 
becomes the daily prayer of the Christian heart, ‘create in me a clean heart,’ prayed not to be 
saved again but to walk in continual repentance and renewal. 



Keep the wonder central. The clean heart David begged for is freely given in Christ. The God who 
creates new hearts has made the way, through the cross, the empty tomb, and the waters of 
baptism, for any sinner to be washed whiter than snow. 

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Verse 5 as a confession of deep, pervasive sinfulness, not inherited guilt or total depravity. 
• Guilt incurred by personal sin, not inherited (Ezekiel 18:20); children as innocent (Matthew 

18:3; 19:14). 
• The gospel call as genuinely answerable by real human beings (Acts 17:30). 
• Cleansing through the blood of Christ, not animal sacrifice (Hebrews 10:4–14; 1 John 1:7). 
• Receiving the clean heart through faith, repentance, confession, and baptism into Christ 

(Acts 2:38; 22:16; Romans 6:3–4). 
• No ‘sinner’s prayer’ as the means of cleansing; God’s appointed gospel response instead. 
• Psalm 51 as the ongoing prayer of Christian repentance (1 John 1:9). 

Discussion Prompts 

• How should we understand verse 5 without reading inherited guilt into it? 
• Where does the cleansing David longed for finally come from? 
• How does a person receive the clean heart and new spirit, and how does a Christian keep 

walking in it? 

Question 10 

Student Question: 

Look back across the whole psalm, from “have mercy on me” to “create in me a clean heart” to a 
mouth declaring God’s praise. Name one specific way you sense Jesus forming you through it. 
What is the single truth from Psalm 51 that you most need to carry into this coming week? 

Commentary and Teaching Notes 

This capstone traces the whole psalm, from ‘have mercy’ to ‘create in me a clean heart’ to a 
restored mouth declaring God’s praise, and asks students to name one way Jesus is forming 
them. Give them quiet; this one tends to go deep. 

Press toward the concrete. For some the formation is to repent honestly of a specific sin; for 
others to stop merely regretting consequences and start longing to be clean; for others to 
treasure God’s presence above what they have been chasing. Help each name their next step. 

Close by lifting their eyes to Christ, in whom the clean heart is freely given and the joy of 
salvation restored. The psalm moves from the dust of confession to the song of praise, and so 
should the lesson. The way back is never as far as guilt makes it seem. 



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues 

• Honest repentance of specific sin as the doorway to renewal. 
• Longing to be clean rather than merely to escape consequences. 
• Treasuring God’s presence above lesser pursuits. 
• The clean heart and restored joy freely given in Christ. 

Discussion Prompts 

• What single truth from Psalm 51 will you carry into this week? 
• Where do you most need to bring David’s honesty to God? 
• What would recovered ‘joy of your salvation’ look like for you? 


