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Introduction to the Morning Lesson

Earlier in thissarmon series| mentioned the superscriptionsthat begin many of the psdms
They gppear in the origind manuscriptsbut for the mog part were probably not written by the
psaimigsthemsdves Mog likely they were added by the prietswho edited and organized the
psaimsinto the Book of Psamsthat we havein our Biblestoday.

We often don®read the superscriptionsbut we do need to note the one that heads Psalm 51.
It resds OF o the leader. A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had
gonein to BathshebaOLast Sunday | mentioned King David@sordid affair with Bathshebaand the
cover up that resulted in thekilling N murder redly N of Bathsheba@husband Urish. The great
King David canmitted the ansof lug, adultery, lying, congpiracy, and murder, jus to namethebig
ones So Psalm 51 gppears to be about David@remorse and penitence for hisgreat Sns

However, mog Old Tesament scholarsdo not think the psalm was orignaly written about
David or hishorrible 9ns But whoever edited the psdter and added the superscription certainly
heard in it echoes of the David and Bathsheba story.1 Certainly David needed to repent. But we dl
need to repent. Our snsmay belesser onesbut we should not play the foolsCiame of comparing
dns Theneed for penitenceis profoundly universal.

Whichiswhy, when weread Psalm 51 in amoment, you will hear very familiar words For
thispsam isamong the most widdly read and both its cadences and words often show up in prayers
hymns and other bitsof liturgy.2 So let@read thiswonderful psaim focusng today on verses1-12.

Psam 511-12 (NRSV)
To the leader. A Psalm of David, when the prophet
Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.

Have mercyon me, O God,
acoording to your seadfast love;

acoording to your abundant mercy
blot out my trangyressons

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
and cleanse mefrom my gn.

1 mesLuther Mays Psalms, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville John Knox
Press 1994) 198-199. O hereare many festuresin the psam that suggedt it was composed during or after theexileand was
used in |gad asagenerd penitentid prayer.O

2 Mays 197-198. (r hedaim that Psim 51 hasbeen said in full or in part moreoften in worship and devotion than
any other Sriptureisprobably true It hasbeen used asapenitentia prayer, E asthe proper psdm to introduce the season of
Lent, asahymn in metrica verson, asaregular prayer of confesson, asasourcefor liturgical sntences and asatext for
reflection on Chrigian doctrine
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For | know my tranggressons,
and my gn isever beforeme.
Agang you, you done, havel snned,
and donewhat isevil in your dght,
90 that you arejudified in your sentence
and blamdesswhen you passjudgment.
Indeed, | wasborn guilty,
agnne when my mother conceived me.

You degretruth in theinward beng;

therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart.
Purge mewith hysop, and | shdl be clean;

wash me, and | shdl be whiter than show.
Let me hear joy and gladness,

let thebonesthat you have crushed rgoice.
Hideyour facefrom my gns

and blot out dl my iniquities

Crestein meaclean heart, O God,

and put anew and right sirit within me,
Do not cast me away from your presence,

and do not take your holy spirit from me,
Regoreto methejoy of your slvation,

and sugan in meawilling irit.

Total human sin meets God’s total forgiveness

CCrestein meaclean heart, O God, and put anew and right irit within me.OAre any
wordsin the Bible more beautiful than these, expressng asthey do the hope that God recreates and
renewsusto be clean and whole and right?I think these words account for why Psam 51 gpeaks so
powerfully to us Yes, the psam ispenitentid, reflecting grest sin, perhagps David@ certainly ours
Nonetheless, the mood ishopeful. No matter what wede done or how broken weare, God can
cleanse us God can even hide hisfacefrom our wrongdoing. In other words, God not only forgves
but forgets our sns Wonderful, peaceful words

Then thereisthe vexing verse 5 which led to my ssrmon@title: Ondeed, | wasborn guilty, a
snner when my mother conceved me.OCan weredly take that verse at face value? Are not babies
purdy innocent?And why isthetaint of 9n and guilt connected to sex and the act of conception?
Thisverstroublesus o muchthat it diminishesor even destroysthe peaceful tone of the entire
psalm. 1@ comeback to thisin amoment.

A week ago yeserday wasthe 33rd anniversary of my ordination asaMiniger of the Word
and Sacrament. In and of itsdf the anniversary hasno particuar importanceexcept to say that | Qe
been doing this preaching thing for avery long time. Some Sundays| fed like 1 @n findly getting the
hang of it and other weeks | drive home after churchthinking | have no clue about what 1@ doing
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and nead to find adifferent line of work.

| mention thisbecause we preachers actudly get very little feedback about particuar ssrmons
If someoneredly likesa sermon, sometimes| hear about it. But most of the feedback is shaking
handsat the door after church. 1t@the @ enjoyed your ssrmonOkind of greeting. That isnicebut
mostly it isaway of saying dloOin the two or three seconds| have to greet each of you asyou
leave the sanctuary. Now | am nor suggesting it should or could be otherwise nor am | fishing for
compliments Thisisjug theway that it is Whichisfine.

But if asermon redly offendspeople, | normaly do hear about it. | think |®e preached
somewhere around 1,300 sermonsand of those hundreds only two seem to haveredly bothered
some people. (I upposethat by mentioning thisl may now hear dbout some more that haveredly
bothered some of you!) Both of these two happened saverd years ago. In fact, onewasin Septembe
1998.That wasapainful timein our nation@life. The newswas al about Bill Clinton and Monica
Lewinky and those weeksled up to theimpeachment of the presdent. My sermon sad that we
needed to pray for and forgive Bill Clinton. Some people were offended by that and thought | sad it
for politicd reasons. But that isnot why | said it. | sad it because the Biblesad it. The New
Tegament isvery clear that we areto pray for our leaders (1 Timothy 2.1) and Jesussad on many
occaonsthat we mug forgiveif weareto beforgven (Matthew 6.14-15,1821-35). | even sad
that Bill Clinton didn®deserve to be forgiven. Deserving forgivenessisnot why wemust forgive. We
forgve because Jesustdlsusto.

But sometook great offenseat that and pretty much gopped coming to church. | am told
that after | Ieft that churchthey started attending again. | don®understand that but it@not for me
to judge.

The second offengve sarmon a0 hgppened severd years ago and, like today, it wasbased on
Psdlm 51. Thisperson wasvery angry about theideathat we are born guilty and become snners
because of the sexud act of conception. | did not emphagze that in my sermon but the person was
gill offended. | proteted somewhat meekly that | wasjust saying what wasin thetext but that did
not mollify thisperson at dl.

| find it interesting that these two offending sermons athough they were very different
messages, were both about forgiveness and in oneway or another about sex. Sncethat iswhat |@n
talking about again today, who knowswhat trouble | @ getting into? (1@n sure you will let me
know.) Do we need to beforgiven becaise, asverse 5 suggests we are actualy concelved and barn
ingn?

Thequegtion concanswhat theologianscdl the doctrine of origind Sn.3 Themost obvious
fact about human lifeisthat everyone doeswrong. Everyone sns Why?

We don®have time today to think about thisin detail. Maybe sometime| can preach about
origind dn at greater length. But for now let@just acknowledge that down through the centuries
many Bibleinterpreters, somewhat suspiciousabout x to begin with, have taught that our Snful
naureispassed on to usin the act of sexud conception. PsAm 515 isoften usad to support this

3 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, val. 3, trans Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids Wm. B. Eerdmans
1998) 232-234, 253-255. In thebooksavailableto me while preparing thissermon, Pannenberg provided themog luad
discusion of thehigory of interpretation of thedoctrineof origind an.
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postion.4

But isthat what verse5 redly means?The answer is, in aword, ONo!OWhen the psamist
confessesthat he was born guilty, he wasn®talking about how sinful nature gets passed from oneto
another. Hewasn®saying that sexud conception itsdf taintsus 1t@just that everywhere he looked
in life, in hisown lifeand in otherstherewassin. Young, old, or in between, thereisadwayssin. Sn
in®jug about doing wrong things 1t wasn®that he was agood boy onceand then grew up to be
bad. Before an isabout what we do, it isabout who weare. The sad melancholy of human lifeis
that we are Snners postion.> The how and the why of it are myderiesthat neither Psadm 51 nor
theres of the Bible explain.

Whichisexactly why the psaimig wrote the key versein thispsam. It isverse 10, not verse 5:
CCrestein my aclean heart, O God.OWhen he asks God to create a clean heart, he usssthe
H ebrew word bara that isused only when God creates Only God can bara. Jug asonly God can
bara the universe out of nothing, only God can 4arz aclean heart out of the nothing of our broken
and sinful lives That@why Psdm 51 isso powerful. It affirmsand rejoicesin what only God can do.
And not only does God creste what isnew in us Asverse 9 afirms, he iides[hig face from [our]
dnsOIn other words, not only does God forgive usour Sn. God forgets our sn.

So | @ close today with thisstory. Sometime back in Europe abishop met with ayoung nun
who clamed to have actud visonsand conversationswith Jesus Aswas the cusom when someone
clamed suchavison, the person was cdled before the bishop to beinterviewed.

(Bger,Othe bishop asked, @lid you tak to the Lord0

Yes | did,Oshe answered.

After discussing the matter further, the bishop pointed to himsdf and said, QI right, if you
ever have another vison of our Lord, would you ask Him aquestion?As the Lord what was my
primary sin bdfore | became abishop. 1@ likefor you to tell me Hisreply.O

Remembe that only God and the bishop® confessor would know what that Sn was. So the
bishop thought thiswould help him know if the nun redly sooke with Jesus

About three monthslater, the nun made an gppointment with the bishop. When she camein
he asked, (B ster did you see our Lord again?O

Oes | did.O

The bishop@expresion becane very srious dmogt apprehendve and he said, id you ask
him, ®Vhat was the bishop® primary sn before he becane a bishop2®

Yes | did,Oshe sad.

Thebishop turned very pae and ssid, QVell, what did he ssy0

4 Mays 201. Cr heverse hasbeen taken in the higtory of Christian moraity and doctrine asagenera tatement about
sx and the human condition rather than asaecific confesson. It hasbeen used to support theoriesabout sn asabiologica
and caus inheritance and human procregtion asanecessrily Snful act. Thee areviewswhich dso ssem inconceivablefor
Old Tegament thought.O

5 J Clinton McCann, ., OT he Book of PAmsOThe New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. X (N ashville Abingdon Press 2000)
885. QVearse 5] isnot intended to suggest that Sn istranamitted biologicaly or that sexudity issnful by definition. Rether, it
conveystheinevitability of human fdlibility. In each human life, in thehuman stuaion, an ispervasve We areborn into
it, and we cannot excapeit. Whilesn isamater of individud decisons it do hasa corporatedimendon tha affectsus
despite our bet intentionsand decisonsO
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Theyoung woman looked up for thefirg time, remembering her Lord@face.
Then shereplied to the bishop, OThe Lord sadid, ®don®remembe. @

My friends that@what only God can do. God crestes aclean heart in usand not only forgives
our 9n but forgetsit. And thisiswhy wecometo table today because thistable remembeasthe
scrificeof our Lord on the crossfor the salvation of the whole world. Thisisthe table of forgiveness
where the Lord welcomesdl who come and forgvesal who come and makesnew al who come.

(Crestein meaclean heart, O God, and put anew and right irit within meO

Thanksbeto God.

6 My illugtration filesindicate that thisstory wasattributed to Keith Miller. But | no longer can find thesource



