
Praying Our Conversion: Psalm 51  
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Opening Prayer (Saint Ephrem the Syrian): 

O Lord and Master of my life,  

take from me the spirit of sloth,  

despair, lust of power,  

and idle talk. 

But give rather the spirit of chastity,  

humility, patience,  

and love to Thy servant. 

O Lord and King, grant me  

to see my own transgressions,  

and not to judge my brother,  

for You are blessed, now and ever,  

and forever.  

Amen. 

Agenda: 
 
I. Opening Prayer 
II. Setting the Scene: What is a Penitential Psalm? 
III. Why Is Psalm 51 “A Psalm of David”? 2 Samuel 
 11-12 and Psalm 51:1-2 
IV. Confession of Sin: Psalm 51:3-10 
V. Confession of God’s Mercy: Psalm 51:11-21 
VI. Closing Prayer 



Setting the Scene: What Is a Penitential Psalm? 

In the last illness, of which he died, [St. Augustine] set himself to write out the special 

penitential psalms of David, and to place them four by four against the wall, so that, as he lay 

in bed, in the days of his sickness, he could see them. And so he used to read and weep 

abundantly. And lest his attention should be distracted by any one, about ten days before his 

death, he begged us who were with him to hinder persons entering his room except at the times 

when his medical attendants came to see him, or his meals were brought to him. –St. Possidius 

(St. Augustine’s biographer) 

1. The Book of Psalms is a book of prayer songs, written by the Holy Spirit in human words 

(often attributed to David), whose styles cover the whole range of human emotions: 

praise, thanksgiving, lament; songs for the king, hymns for liturgies… Even today, the 

Psalms form the prayer book of the Church! 

2. The “Penitential Psalms” were not grouped together until the 5th century. First mention: 

St. Possidius’ biography of St. Augustine (who died in 430). First listing: Cassiodorus 

(500s). Became associated with Lent: very popular around the Reformation. 

 a. Psalm 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143 in modern Bible numberings 

 (Psalms 6, 31, 37, 50, 101, 129, and 142 in the Latin Vulgate) 

3. Why these seven? Different reasons, but we’ll examine how these Psalms describe three 

aspects of sin and conversion: what it means to confess and be forgiven, who God is 

revealed to be in response, and what the effects of sin are. We start with Psalm 51, called 

“the Miserere” from the first word in Latin. It is the most famous Penitential Psalm, 

prayed every Friday at Morning Prayer in Liturgy of the Hours. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflection Questions:  

Have you found Scripture verses which help you express contrition and a sense of sin? If 

so, which ones? Why? If not, what helps you identify your sins to ask God’s forgiveness? 

Penitential 
Psalm 

Step of Repentance Antidote to 
Deadly Sin 

6 Fear of punishment Pride 
32 Sorrow for sin Avarice/Greed 
38 Hope of pardon Anger 
51 Love of a cleansed soul Lust 

102 Longing for heaven Gluttony 
130 Distrust of self Envy 
143 Prayer against final 

judgment 
Sloth 



Why Is Psalm 51 “A Psalm of David”? 2 Samuel 11-12 

Listen to [David] crying out, and cry out with him; 

listen to him groaning, and groan too; listen to him 

weeping, and add your tears to his; listen to him 

corrected, and share his joy. If sin could not be denied 

access to you, let the hope of forgiveness not be 

debarred. –St. Augustine, Exposition of Psalm 51 [50] 

 

1. David: the greatest of all the kings of Israel, “a man after [the Lord’s] own heart”  (1 Sam. 

13:14). God makes a covenant to keep his descendants as kings forever. 

2. 2 Samuel shows David sinning and repenting: alluded to in Psalm 51: “A psalm of David, 

when Nathan the prophet came to him after he had gone in to Bathsheba” (Ps. 51:1-2). 

3. David sins by: 

 a. Shirking kingly duties (not leading his armies) (2 Sam. 11:1); 

 b. Lusting for and committing adultery with Bathsheba, the 

 wife of his general’s armor-bearer (2 Sam. 11:2-4); 

 c. Killing her husband after Bathsheba becomes pregnant and 

 he refuses to sleep with her out of loyalty (2 Sam. 11:5-26); 

 d. Marrying Bathsheba without repentance (2 Sam. 11:26-27). 

4. To open his eyes, the prophet Nathan tells him a parable. Outraged, 

David condemns the unjust man in the story to death, Nathan proclaims: “You are the 

man!” and describes David’s sins, the Lord’s reaction, and effects (2 Sam. 12:1-12). 

5. In response (which Ps. 51 puts to song), David repents, receives God’s forgiveness, 

though effects of sin continue in death of his child (2 Sam. 12:13-23). 

6. This threefold structure—confession, God’s forgiveness, sin’s effects—helps us too to 

pray our conversion (literally, “turning towards” God).  

 

Reflection Questions: 

David’s eyes were closed to his sins, but when he realized what he did, he immediately 

confessed. Why is confessing our sins so important for turning our lives to God?  

When have you experienced intense sorrow over something you did? How did others 

help you recognize your action and its effects? How did you respond? Where was God in 

this? 



Confession of Sin: Psalm 51:3-10 

Let us never assume that if we live good lives we will be without sin; our lives should be 

praised only when we continue to beg for pardon. –St. Augustine, Sermon 19 

1. Poetic parallelism—rhymes with meaning—especially mark these verses. 3 sections… 

2. Verses 3-4: David asks God to act. Notice that God is the subject, and these verbs 

describe God’s action “in accord with” who God is: “have mercy,” “blot out,” “wash 

away,” “cleanse.” The object of the verbs: David, “my transgressions, “my guilt.” 

 a. God’s mercy flows from the heart of God’s identity: “merciful love,” “abundant  

  compassion” (see Exodus 34:6-7). To confess our sins is to confess God’s identity! 

 b. Our sins are not “outside us” somewhere: they mark who we are and what we do. 

3. Verses 5-8: David confesses the truth. David knows his transgression and sin which he 

has just asked God to blot out and cleanse (v. 5). God’s “word” and “judgment” regarding 

David’s unrepentant sin is “just” and “without reproach,” because God is the One 

offended (v. 6). Moreover, this sin was not isolated, but symptomatic of a disease that 

has marked David from the beginning (v. 7). Notice especially the last verse: after 

hearing what David wants up to this point, we hear what God desires: “true sincerity,” 

something that can only occur by God “teach[ing] me wisdom.” 

 a. To say that sin occurs against God alone is not to deny the effects of sin upon 

 others: it is more to say that God is the One whose love is spurned in every sin. 

 b. Psalm 51:7 became a classic scriptural reference for St. Augustine’s 

 understanding of original sin (e.g., Sermon 170).  

 c. God’s desire meets David’s desire when he offers the truth (in other translations, 

 “truth in the heart”). Only when the truth is confessed can sin be forgiven. 

4. Verses 9-10: the future effects of God’s action. As in the first two verses, David asks God 

to act, repeating two verbs from v. 4: to “cleanse” (with a plant used in Temple sacrifices 

and purification rituals) and to “wash.” For the first time, David points to the future to 

describe the effects: God will make David “pure” and “whiter than snow.” His cries will 

become sounds of “gladness and joy,” crushed bones “will rejoice” (v. 10). 

 a. When we confess and God forgives, a new future opens up. No matter how deeply 

 our sin affects us or become identified with us, God can make all things new. 

Discussion Questions: 

Have sin or guilt ever felt part of you? Have you ever felt God’s healing? A new future? 

Since God is Truth, our honest confession is a share in God’s life. Has your experience of 

the sacrament of Confession ever reflected that? 



Confession of God’s Mercy: Psalm 51:11-21 

1. These verses echo the earlier three sections of verses 3-10. They are repetitions, but in a 

new key: focused on God’s mercy. 

2. Verses 11-14: having asked for forgiveness, David asks God to act again.  

a. In v. 11, David repeats parts of vv. 3-4, asking God to “blot out” his sins and to 

turn God’s face from his sins (a contrast to how David’s sins are always before 

David and how they are evil in God’s eyes: vv. 5-6). 

b. In v. 12, David shifts gears: instead of 

“de-creating” or erasing his sins, he 

asks God to create “a clean heart” and 

to “renew […] a steadfast spirit.” In v. 

13, David frames his requests in a 

negative way: drive my sins, not me, 

from Your face (v. 11); take away my 

weak spirit, not Your holy spirit. 

(1). The heart is the center of the person, from which everything else flows. In 

Hebrew, spirit and breath are the same word: they are the source of life. 

David is asking for nothing less than to become a new man and to be 

preserved in that newness, gifts only God can give.  

c. V. 14 looks to the past again, not focusing on David’s sin (vv. 5-7), but on God’s  

faithful relationship with him. David asks God to “restore to me the gladness of 

your salvation” and to let him constantly live in this “with a willing spirit.” 

 (1). The effects of God’s fidelity become present anew through memory.  

2. Verses 15-17: David confesses again: 

a. The essential feature of each of these verses is David’s  

response to God. It is not the confession of his sins 

(as in vv. 5-6), but the confession of God’s mercy, 

justice, and praise. These 2 senses are inseparable.  

b. As a forgiven sinner, David “will teach the wicked  

your ways” (that is, God’s mercy and forgiveness!) 

that they “may return to you” (v. 15). Knowing sin’s 

effects (“violent bloodshed”) and experiencing God’s 

merciful rescue and salvation (which open his lips), 

David’s tongue “will sing joyfully of your justice” and 

his “mouth will proclaim your praise” (vv. 16-17).  

 (1). Ps. 51:17: opens the Liturgy of the Hours.  



3. Verses 18-21: God desires the acceptable sacrifice in the present and the future:  

a. As God desired “true sincerity” in v. 8, David knows that God does “not desire 

sacrifice” alone (insincere sacrifice: v. 18). The true sacrifice that God desires “is a 

contrite spirit; a contrite, humbled heart”: i.e., giving one’s self to God (v. 19). 

b. Verses 20-21 were literally “additions from the future,” likely added after the 

destruction of the Temple in 587 B.C. They invite God to act “according to your 

good will” and to restore Jerusalem (rather than David) and the ways God dwells 

there (v. 20). Once the Temple is restored and its city is safe, pleasing sacrifices 

can be offered (v. 21).  

(1). Saint Augustine sees here an image of the Church,  

being built up by the Lord and offering acceptable 

sacrifices. As members of the Church, he invites us 

to make our lives a burnt offering to the Lord: 

“May divine fire take us up whole!” (Exposition on 

Psalm 51 [50], n. 23). 

 

Discussion Questions: 

What does the “heart” mean to you? What in your heart needs cleansing, creation, renewal? 

Confession of sins changes our relationships with God and others: we receive God’s mercy, and 

we share this mercy with others. Where in your life have you seen God’s forgiveness affect your 

relationships? 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Father, he who knew no sin was made sin for us,  

to save us and restore us to your friendship.  

Look upon our contrite heart and afflicted spirit  

and heal our troubled conscience,  

so that in the joy and strength of the Holy Spirit  

we may proclaim your praise and glory  

before all the nations. Amen. 

-Psalm Prayer after Psalm 51: Morning Prayer 

(Liturgy of the Hours) 
 


