Lesson Four

Crying Out to God for Forgiveness

(Penitential Psalms)

(6, 38, 51, 130)

(partial – 25, 32, 102, 143)

When our children are growing up, we have a tendency to repeat a lot of the same things our parents said to us.  Ironically, there are lots of these parent-isms that we said we would never tell them.  For example, “If you keep making a face, your face might freeze that way!”  We know the chances of their face actually freezing that way are slim.  Another instance is, “If you slip and fall on that ice and knock yourself out, don’t come running to me!”  If they actually fall and knock themselves out, how are they going to run anywhere?  This is just silly.  I could use more examples that might include using the good scissors, sitting too close to the television, reading with too little light, etc.  I think you get the point.

One of the silliest of these parent-isms happens whenever we see our children doing something to someone we don’t think is quite right.  For instance, we see them call someone a name or see them hit someone.  What do we say?  We tell them, “That was not nice.  Tell them you’re sorry!”  How do they respond?  They say, “Sorry.”  They say this with about as much genuineness as a used car salesman and we call it good and go on.  This is not the makings of a true apology.  
The Penitential Psalms provide us with some excellent examples of what it means to be truly broken over our sin.  In these Psalms, we read the heart cry of writers that know what it means to have fallen short of God’s perfection and then desired to return to the path from which they had left.  As we study these Psalms, it ought to encourage us to consider our own reactions to the sin that so easily entangles us.  It ought to also give us a new appreciation for just how deeply the writers felt about living for God with all of the their hearts.  As a result, this should stir up a deeper desire to live for God in our own hearts and lives.

Describe a time when you knew you had really blown it with the Lord and wanted His forgiveness.  How did you feel?  What did you say?  How did you change?

Penitential Psalms
Purpose:  Penitential Psalms act as the cry of the writer as he realizes his sin and comes to the Lord for forgiveness.  In these Psalms, we hear dramatic descriptions of how the sin affected not only the life of the person, but also how it affected their relationship with God and with others.  These Psalms are written to encourage its readers to avoid the same sins, or at least putting off repenting and confessing the same sins.  

Features of Penitential Psalms: While not all Penitential Psalms will have all of the features listed below, they are listed below as they are indicators that you are reading and studying a Penitential Psalm.

1. Invocation of God – this is the initial cry to God to hear and includes the reason for the call.  In this is the reason for the Psalm and this is one feature, more than others, that helps us to understand the heart of the writer in relation to his sin.  This may include a description of God that would include both his mercy and his righteousness, which forms the basis for believing He will hear and answer.
2. Narrative of Suffering – this is a description of the effects the sin has had on the writer.  It may include sickness, sorrow, defeat by enemies, or simply being separated from God and the sorrow that separation brings.

3. Plea for Deliverance – this is the cry for deliverance from the effects of the sin along with the sin itself.

4. Vow of Praise – this is a decision on the part of the writer to praise the Lord or to serve the Lord as before the sin took hold.  This expresses a faith that God will forgive the sin that is being confessed.

5. God’s Requirements – this may be requirements for forgiveness or may be the requirements of God for others to love Him, serve Him or avoid sin.  This is usually the closing of the Psalm.

Again, while not all Penitential Psalms will contain all of the features listed above, the presence of one or more of these features is a fairly reliable indication you are reading a Penitential Psalm.  Next, we will study Psalm 6, a Penitential Psalm.  We will do this utilizing the method listed in the introduction.

Overall Effect of the Psalm

After reading the psalm in various translations of the Bible, the following is noted about the effect of the psalm:

· There seems to be desperation for God’s forgiveness in this Psalm.

· Sin is having a physical effect on the writer that is driving the need for forgiveness initially.

· The Psalm affirms God’s mercy (loving-kindness) and his righteousness.

· The writer tells of the psychological effects of sin as well.

· The writer seems sure that God will hear and will answer his pleas for forgiveness.

· The writer vows to avoid the company that led to the sin in the first place, which shows repentance as well as sorrow.

Note:  While you may not have gotten all of these  points, or may have had others, the point is that you read the psalm with an eye to see the important aspects of the psalm and measure the overall effect of the psalm based upon what you find there.  

· The overall effect of the Psalm is to show the total devastation that sin caused the heart and body and soul of the writer and causes me to think about how lightly I take sin in my own life at times.  It is a real challenge to think of sin as sinful instead of a goof or a slip up.  It adds gravity to sin in the life of a believer.  This seems to be needed more and more in my life and the Church today.

Structure of the Psalm

Having looked for the overall effect of this Penitential Psalm, next we will attempt to outline the Psalm with a functional outline.  Don’t worry if your outline does not match exactly, but you need to know why you outlined it the way you did.

I. Cry for God’s Help (1-5)

II. Consequence of Sin (6-7)

III. Cry of the Changed Heart (8-10)

Features of the Psalm and Their Effect

The features of each type of psalm will differ.  The features for a Penitential Psalm are listed above.  Simply look through the list of possible features and see if you can locate them in this particular psalm.  Keep in mind that not every psalm will have every feature.  This is where we turn a corner and begin to get more subjective with the Psalm.  This asks the reader to look at the Psalm and give their reaction to the figures of speech.  Simply list those you find and your reactions to each one.  See below for the examples from Psalm 6:

Invocation of God
“O Lord, do not rebuke me in Your anger, nor chasten me in Your wrath.” (v. 1)

· This verse shows a real awareness of God’s reaction to sin.  God cannot allow sin to go unpunished and God cannot accept sin into His presence.  Additionally, God disciplines His children when they sin.  The writer knows these things and is asking God for forgiveness and for deliverance from this part of the process since he already knows the sinfulness of his actions.  This shows the gravity of sin that is too often missing from life in America today and in my life too often.

“Return, O Lord, rescue my soul; save me because of Your lovingkindness.  For there is no mention of You in death; in Sheol who will give You thanks?”  (vv. 4-5)

· In these verses, the writer truly seems to believe that God is going to judge his sin by taking his life.  This would be in accordance with God’s declaration and example in the Garden of Eden, when He showed that sin brings death.  The writer understood this to mean his own literal, physical death.  I wonder how much sin I would avoid if this were the way I looked at sin.  We have become so much more sophisticated in thinking of this death as spiritual and the death of fellowship between us and our God.  These verses also rely on God’s loving-kindness for this forgiveness.  It definitely is a far cry from taking forgiveness for granted, like I am prone to do at times.
Narrative of Suffering

“Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am pining away; heal me, O Lord, for my bones are dismayed.”  (v. 2)

· In this verse, we get a very vivid description of the physical effects that sin has had on the body of the writer.  In this verse he describes sin as causing his body to waste away.  This would be like saying he was losing weight over the situation.  He also describes his bones as wasting away.  While this is a little strange to us today, this is a description of losing the rigidity of the bones, or not having the energy to stand up straight.  This would match his description of losing weight.  The main point is that there are physical effects to sinning and not confessing the sin right away.  If this were always the case for us today, we would probably confess our sins a little quicker than we do.

“And my soul is greatly dismayed; but You, O Lord – how long?” (v. 3)

· In this verse, we see a parallel of the spiritual effects of the unconfessed sin.  Just as the bones and body had wasted away, the writer describes the wasting away of the soul.  What does this mean?  It indicates the death or impairment of connection to God.  Just like those times when you have prayed and felt like your prayers are getting no where.  It is also like when you read your Bible and get nothing out of it.  This is because there is an impairment in your ability to pay attention to what God is doing.

“”I am weary with my sighing” (v. 6a)
· This describes the unsettled nature of the spirit of the writer.  The unconfessed sin has caused restlessness in his soul that cannot be met (and is not being met) by anything other than getting things right with God.  This is true of you and me as well.  If you are experiencing restlessness in your life and your walk with Christ, it just may be the effects of unconfessed sin.

“Every night I make my bed swim, I dissolve my couch with tears.”  (v. 6b)

· This is a poetic way of expressing the sorrow that this separation from God is causing in the life of the writer.  This begs the question.  Do I notice any difference in my relationship with God when I sin?  If I do not, I should be very concerned.

“My eye has wasted away with grief; it has become old because of all my adversaries.”  (v. 7)

· This verse gives us the final two effects of sin on the life of the writer.  First, it has dimmed his ability to see what God is doing and how to escape from the troubles he is in.  Because he is disconnected from God, there is no direction or deliverance.  Second, it has resulted in the removal of God’s protection from his enemies.  When you are feeling under attack by Satan, it might be a good place to begin by searching your heart for any unconfessed sin, and finding some, to get things right.

Plea for Deliverance

(None)

Vow of Praise

“Depart from me, all you who do iniquity, for the Lord has heard the voice of my weeping.  The Lord has heard my supplication, the Lord receives my prayer.  All my enemies will be ashamed and greatly dismayed; they shall turn back, they will suddenly be ashamed.”  (vv. 8-10)

· While this is not a pure vow of praise in that it does not include the words “I will praise You”, it is a vow of praise in that it expresses the heart of the writer to change his ways and it expresses his confidence that God has heard his prayer and has forgiven.  He expresses his conviction that God is delivering him as he speaks.  He warns those that are around him to get out of his way or get right with God or they will be ashamed at how much God was blessing him and not them.  This is the step of faith and indicates an obedience that is greater than just saying he will praise God.  We would do well to follow the example.
God’s Requirements for Deliverance

(None)

Themes and Theology in the Psalm

This is the part where people have a tendency to be intimidated just a little.  Most people think that theology is only something for the theologian.  Actually the definition of theology is simply the study of God.  Every time you read God’s word, you are studying God and, hence, are a theologian.  What we are looking for in this section is (1) what does the Psalm say about God and (2) what does it say about our relationship with Him?

· This Psalm describes God as angry with sin.

· This Psalm describes God as One Who judges sin and disciplines sinners.

· This Psalm describes God as One Who is approachable.

· This Psalm describes God as One Who is merciful and gracious.

· This Psalm describes God as hearing our prayers.

· This Psalm describes God as ready to deliver.

· This Psalm shows that God is ready to hear the prayer of those that belong to Him, even when they have sinned.  He longs for them to return to Him and He is willing to chasten them to get them to do so.

One last question,

How Do I Apply This to My Life?
This will be the most personal answer and may not come right when you are studying the psalm.  Other times, it will be so obvious that you will know the answer to this question before you know the others.  Below is some of the possible ways this could be applied:

· Perhaps I have begun to explain away sin in my life and this Psalm has reminded me of the seriousness and sinfulness of sin.

· Perhaps I am being disciplined by the Lord right now and this Psalm reminds me that I need to turn to Him in repentance and ask His forgiveness so that His hand of discipline can be removed.

· Perhaps my heart has become so hardened against sin, that it no longer affects me and this Psalm has let me know just how this should affect the sensitive heart.  This means I need to cry out to God and ask for Him to restore the softness of my heart.
· If I am facing decisions for which I am not getting any direction, perhaps it is because of unconfessed sin.

As you can tell from this study of Psalm 6, this is not a casual glance of a nice passage, with a few fleeting thoughts.  This is a study of this Psalm to ascertain God’s will for both including it in the Bible and also for having you read it.  Now let’s try this process on another Psalm.  This time, you work through the answers on your own.  You may wish to copy the following worksheet into a notebook or make copies to allow you to work through it.  You have permission to do so.

It’s My Turn

Psalm:  Psalm 51
Author:   
Read through the Psalm in different translations and list the translations read below:

Overall Effect of the Psalm

When I read through this Psalm, what is the big picture that is presented here?  What is the Psalm trying to teach?

Structure of the Psalm

Outline the Psalm as best you can or just write down significant thoughts contained in the Psalm.
Features of the Psalm

Invocation of God
Narrative of Suffering
Plea for Deliverance
Vow of Praise
God’s Requirements
Themes and Theology in the Psalm

How Do I Apply This to My Life?

After you work through the Psalm on your own, you may turn to the back of the lesson for an example of answers to these questions, about the Psalm.

For additional study:

If you would like more practice on studying and understanding Penitential Psalms, consider working through some of the remaining Penitential Psalms listed above.

Share what you have learned from this lesson with someone that may not be studying with you.

It’s My Turn

Psalm:  Psalm 51

Author:   David

Read through the Psalm in different translations and list the translations read below:

Overall Effect of the Psalm

When I read through this Psalm, what is the big picture that is presented here?  What is the Psalm trying to teach?

· The superscript of this Psalm says it is after the incident with Bathsheba and having Uriah the Hittite killed.  This helps us understand the emotion that David was going through as he prayed that God would spare the child she had become pregnant with as a result of their sin.

· David uses several words for sin including transgressions, iniquity, sin, evil, uncleanness, and blood guiltiness.  This shows the seriousness with which he regards his sin.  It also shows the effects of the sin on his life.

· David asks God for forgiveness with several words including blotting it out, washing him thoroughly, cleansing, purify, renewal, and opening his mouth.  This also shows the seriousness and the depth of which the sin has affected his entire life.

· David understands his sin as coming from his very nature and admits his need for God to conquer that part of his nature.  This takes his view of sin past just the actions, but the reason behind the actions.

· David sounds desperate in this Psalm, which indicates his true desire for forgiveness and deliverance by God.

· David is sure that God will here and God will deliver.  This means that David is counting on God’s mercy and forgiveness.  This is based upon his relationship with God and is a good example to us of God’s character.

Structure of the Psalm

Outline the Psalm as best you can or just write down significant thoughts contained in the Psalm.
I. Cry for Help (1-2)

II. Description of David’s Suffering (3-6)

III. David’s Cry for Deliverance From Separation from God (7-12)

IV. David’s Promise to Praise and Live for God (13-17)

V. God’s Requirements After Forgiveness is Granted (18-19)

Features of the Psalm

Invocation of God

“Be gracious to me, O God, according to Your lovingkindness; according to the greatness of Your compassion blot out my transgressions.”  (v. 1)

· David begins with a cry for God to blot out his transgressions.  This means that David acknowledges he has overstepped the boundary God has set for him and he is asking God to take away the footprints that are over the line and also to remove the dirt that is on his feet from stepping over the line.    This shows one aspect of sin.  It is a stepping over the line that God has placed around us for our protection.

“Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity…” (v. 2a)

· This shows another aspect of sin, from David’s perspective.  He saw sin as iniquity or the intentional doing of evil.  He had seen Bathsheba and made the decision to send for her even though he knew she was married to one of his closest friends and fellow warriors.  He knowingly and willingly entered into sin.  He is asking God to clean him up from this intentional stepping into the filth of sin.  This is a far cry from the view of sin that most of us have today.  We try to minimize sin by calling it backsliding, a mistake, or even saying, “The devil made me do it.”  David was not copping out, but was owning up to what was done and throwing himself on God’s mercy.

“…And cleanse me from my sin.”  (v. 2b)

· This shows a third aspect of sin from David’s perspective.  David considered sin the missing of the mark of God’s perfect will for his life.  On top of this, David considered falling into sin as falling off of what would keep him clean and into what would make him filthy and unacceptable to God.  He is asking God to clean him up.  He is not asking for God to clean him up so he can get dirty again, but so that he can be acceptable to God.  Again, this is quite a distance from the average Christian today that sees sin as almost a necessary part of life.

Narrative of Suffering

“For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.  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.”  (vv. 3-4)

· David describes his suffering as that of having his sin replayed over and over before his eyes.  This is what is meant by his sin is ever before him.  Whenever he would look at Bathsheba, whom he had taken into his house as his wife, he remembered.  Whenever he saw the swollenness of her belly, he knew the child was not conceived under God’s blessing.  Everywhere he looked, he was reminded of what he had done.  This was making him miserable and was driving him to God for forgiveness.  He knew God was right and he was throwing himself at God’s feet.

“Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me.  Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being, and in the hidden part You will make me know wisdom.”  (vv. 5-6)

· Part of David’s suffering is the depression that the sin is leading to.  It is causing him to think darker and darker thoughts about his sin.  It is driving him to distraction.  He confesses his lack of wisdom and his total depravity that has been his even before he was old enough to consciously choose to sin.  This is what happens when sin remains and is not dealt with.  It drives a bigger and bigger wedge between us and God until we cannot even see past ourselves to see Him.

Plea for Deliverance

“Purify me ﻿﻿with hyssop, and I shall be clean; ﻿﻿Wash me, and I shall be ﻿whiter than snow.” (v. 7)

· David is asking for God’s cleansing so that he can return to his fellowship with God.  This shows his awareness that it was the sin that separated him from God and he does not want the situation to remain that way any longer.

“﻿Make me to hear ﻿joy and gladness, Let the ﻿bones which You have broken rejoice.”  (v. 8)

· This is a dramatic way of stating that David has lost the joy that once marked his relationship with God.  This is the same for you and me.  When we try to pray, read our Bible, or attend public worship, we find that we cannot connect with God and the joy of these activities dims because we do not feel God’s presence as we once did.

“﻿Hide Your face from my sins And blot out all my iniquities.  ﻿Create ﻿in me a ﻿clean heart, O God, And renew ﻿a ﻿steadfast spirit within me.”  (vv. 9-10)

· David is asking God to turn His attention away from his sin.  Although David would be the first to admit that God knows all things and cannot simply turn away from his sins and He would have to forget about them, he is actually asking God to turn away from the consequences of his sin and asking God to act as if the sins had not taken place.

“Do not cast me away from Your presence And do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.”  (v. 11)

· David is more concerned with his separation from God than with the situation and consequences that his sin had created.  He wants to make sure that he remains connected with God and that the connection is reestablished after David breaking it with his sin.  David considered separation from God the most serious side effect of what he had done.  This is saying a lot considering God had told him the child of their passion would die.

 “Restore to me the joy of Your salvation And sustain me with a willing spirit.”  (v. 12)

· See note above under v. 8.
Vow of Praise

“Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will be converted to You.”  (v. 13)

· David shows his real turn of heart by his desire to ensure that no one else would have to experience this separation from God.  He wants to warn people of the consequences of their sin.  This is the same, or should be, for us today.  We have been forgiven, so we should want to see others accept this forgiveness as well.  Not only because we have the Great Commission, but because we realize what it means to be forgiven and what it means to be lost.

“Deliver me from blood guiltiness, O God, the God of my salvation; then my tongue will joyfully sing of Your righteousness.  O Lord, open my lips, that my mouth may declare Your praise.”  (vv. 14-15)

· David vows to praise God with his tongue when he is forgiven.  This is the same as above, but this time carries with it the idea of not only telling others of the forgiveness that can be theirs, but also of the greatness of the One Who forgives.  We, also, ought to declare the goodness of God more readily, when we consider all He has done for us and how much we have been forgiven.

God’s Requirements

“By Your favor do good to Zion; build the walls of Jerusalem.  Then You will delight in righteous sacrifices, in burnt offering and whole burnt offering; then young bulls will be offered on Your altar.”  (vv. 18-19)

· David goes further to equate his sin with the destruction of Zion.  Zion is another word for Jerusalem.  David had founded the city and it was built up, but it lacked one important feature.  David longed to build a temple for God to be worshiped at instead of the tabernacle they had carried through the wilderness.  David wanted God’s presence to be ever before them, but he knew that God required righteousness of His people and would not allow the temple to be built while there was unconfessed sin in the camp.  David takes credit for leading the people astray and costing them God’s good graces.  He calls on them to get right and then God would accept their sacrifices.

Themes and Theology in the Psalm

· This Psalm describes God as approachable and compassionate.

· This Psalm describes God as forgiving and patient.

· This Psalm describes God as having the power over sin and its consequences.

· This Psalm describes God as longing for us to do right and not pleased when we do wrong.

· This Psalm describes God as the blameless judge as the only One qualified to make judgments about a man’s thoughts and inner heart.

· This Psalm describes God as being so holy that sin cannot exist in His presence.

· This Psalm describes God as willing to teach us and show us His ways.

· This Psalm describes God as delighting more in obedience and love than in the sacrifices of dead animals.

· The relationship described in this Psalm, between God and me is one of Father to Son, master to servant, teacher to student, ruler of the universe to creature of that universe.
How Do I Apply This to My Life?

· If I am not living a joy filled Christian life, it may be because of unconfessed sin in my heart that needs to be dealt with.

· I can count on the fact that God wants me to do well.  He takes no delight in being able to punish me or discipline me for doing wrong, but would rather that I do the right thing.
· I do not need another Bible study, prayer meeting or day of fasting to figure out what is between God and me, I need to repent of my sins and begin doing right, and then I will have that close fellowship restored with God.

· If my worship is a little dry, check the heart.

· If my prayer is less than inspired, check the heart.

· If I do not get anything out of studying God’s Word with others, check the heart.

Psalm 51:  God, Please Forgive Me And Restore Me

1. Who is the writer of this Psalm?

2. What do we know about the setting for the writing of the Psalm?

3. From the many words David uses to describe his sin, what would you say is his attitude about it?

4. What reason(s) does David give for wanting God’s forgiveness?

5. David had sinned with Bathsheba, had Uriah killed, involved Joab in the cover up and neglected his own army.  Why does he say he sinned against God and God alone?

6. What reason does David give for his sin in verse 5?

7. How does David describe how he will feel once he is forgiven and restored?

8. Describe a time when you had been caught up in sin and how it felt to be forgiven:

9. What does David ask God for in verse 10?

10. What does he mean by a steadfast spirit?

11. What was David afraid would be the result of his sin?

12. Is that still the case today?  Why or why not?

13. How does David promise to react to God after he is forgiven?

14. God had given the Mosaic Law instructing the Israelites to give sacrifices for sin.  In this Psalm, David says God takes no pleasure in these sacrifices.  Why?

15. What DOES God take pleasure in?

16. How had David’s sin affected the rest of the community?
17. What are you struggling with in your Christian life right now?

18. How can this Psalm help you in understanding your situation?

19. What will you do as a result of having studied this Psalm?

20. List any unanswered questions about this Psalm:
pen•i•ten•tial \ˌpe-nə-ˈten(t)-shəl\ adjective


(1508)


: of or relating to penitence or penance


1pen•i•tent \-tənt\ adjective


[Middle English, from Middle French, from Latin paenitent-, paenitens, from present participle of paenitēre to cause regret, feel regret, perhaps from paene almost]


(14th century)


: feeling or expressing humble or regretful pain or sorrow for sins or offenses: repentant








Reminder!


Not all features will be included in every Psalm.  Don’t frustrate yourself looking for what is not there.  What is there should jump out at you, after a while.  Write those down and move on.








