3-9-11 Ash Wed. Sermon
Psalm 51:1-17

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

You can learn a lot about a psalm by the heading provided.
Notice the heading for Psalm 51 which is our reading for today.

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

The leader is either the song leader; psalms are often called the song book of the bible. Or the leader is the prayer leader because psalms are also called the prayer book of the bible.

But that is not the most interesting part of the heading. The interesting part is the rest of the heading; a psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone into Bathsheba.
Is there anyone here today who doesn’t know the story of King David and Bathsheba? Some of you may not know this story. Perhaps a brief overview will be helpful – we can set the context of this psalm of David.
David was a powerful, righteous, successful King. He was strolling on the roof of the palace one day and noticed a beautiful woman on a neighboring roof taking a bath. Her name was Bathsheba.
He invited her over. She accepted even though she was married; how can one refuse the King’s invitation after all.

One thing led to another; yes, you can use your imagination. A couple of months later David gets a note from Bathsheba. I’m pregnant.
This is where the story gets really sad; if it isn’t sad enough already. David recalls Bathsheba’s husband back from the war in an attempt to get him to sleep with his wife. The husband refuses to sleep with Bathsheba on account of the war and his fellow soldiers so David has the general who was in charge of the war send Bathsheba’s husband up to the front where he is conveniently killed. After a proper period of mourning, Bathsheba moves in with David as his wife. David is thinking to himself – that was a close one. If the media had found out about this it would have been all over the news; what an embarrassment it would be.
The problem for David was that God knew about all of this and God sends the prophet Nathan to visit David. Nathan tells David a story about a poor man who had a beloved lamb. 
A rich man took the poor man’s only lamb, killed it and used it to feed his guests. David is outraged and vows to punish this rich man and then Nathan says to David – you are the man.

And David’s house of cards comes crashing down all around him and he writes 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 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. Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.

We listen to this Psalm and we feel David’s remorse, his guilt, his shame. The beauty of the psalms is how human they are; David bares his heart, his anguish and soul as He writes this psalm.
At this moment of clarity David realizes how deep his sin really is; I was born this way, I was born guilty. Against you God, you alone have I sinned.

And in David’s lament, in David’s honesty, he captures for you and for me our condition, our brokenness, our cry for help.

But Pastor, you may be thinking, Pastor, I haven’t pulled a King David. I’ve never done anything so reprehensible. I’ve never abused my power like David.

If you think that way you are wrong for you were born guilty, a sinner when your mother conceived you. You were born this way. I was born this way.

You are also in relationship with God and because of that relationship; you can go to God for mercy and forgiveness. That is why you are here today.
The first 2 verses of the psalm is a plea for mercy. It is David’s cry for help; notice the verbs that are used.

Have mercy on me, O God, blot out my transgressions, wash me and cleanse me from my sin.
Only God can do the deep cleaning that is needed. 
Only God can restore that which is broken and David understands this. 
David goes to the only place he can go for restoration and wholeness. 
He confesses his sin, his brokenness and he goes to the only place he knows where he has a chance to get it fixed.
And he asks God to do what God does best; to create something new; to create something different. 
In some of the most beautiful poetry in the bible, forgiveness is asked for.
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.
I would suggest this is why we gather today. We know our sin, it is ever before us. We know our deep need and we come, pleading for God to do something. We pray these words believing that God has the power to do them;
· To create in me a clean heart

· To put a new and a right spirit within me

· To restore in me the joy of salvation

· To sustain me with a willing spirit.
We cannot find this in a self help book. It is beyond our own power to do. So we come today, to receive the ashes and hear the words of our own mortality. To speak out loud the broken nature of our lives, to admit that we have failed and sinned; saying and doing these things believing in a God who can create something out of nothing and has the power to change us
The psalm ends in praise. Praise for forgiveness and for restoration, for a new heart and a new spirit. What else can we do? What else can we say? The psalm ends in recognition of what God wants from you and me - O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise. 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.
God simply wants our hearts, broken and bruised.
Let us give them to God; in faith and hope that God will heal them and make us new.

Thanks be to God. Amen
