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Purge Me With Hyssop 
Introduction. It has been sufficiently established over the years that David’s sin 

with Bathsheba was the only stain on his monarchy (1 Kings 15:5). But it’s a story of 
lust, fornication, abuse of power, betrayal of God’s laws, and murder. The sin of David 
stands out in Israel’s history as a demonstration that even the best of men can 
abandon God.


Psalm 51 was written by David after those events. A year had passed between 
the time David sinned and Nathan approached him. In that time, the child born to 
Bathsheba had become a toddler, so that when the child’s life was the price of David’s 
sin, he truly felt the loss and the magnitude of his iniquity. Every line of the psalm drips 
heavily with that grief.


But this is also one of the most hopeful of Psalms because it does not lose itself 
in despair. Instead, there is the undeniable theme of redemption and promise.


I. David And His Conscience 
A. David’s case proves that the prodding of the conscience can be diminished.


1. In that year between the actual sin and when Nathan exposed David’s guilt, 
David had put the matter behind him. However he was able to manage it, 
David had largely forgotten his responsibility to God. But now it all came 
back to him with greater force than ever before.


2. Something curious happens to people as time passes as it relates to sin.

a) In the beginning, the sin that we have committed takes a big toll. But as 

time passes, the symptoms lessen, even if they don’t go away entirely. If 
the time is significant enough, it is possible to forget about what we did.


b) Personally, I see no reason to believe that David completely forgot about 
his terrible sin, but he had learned to live with it so well that by the time of 
Nathan’s pronouncement, David was able to listen to Nathan’s awful tale 
and not immediately see the point.


B. The conscience is powerful, but it is not all-powerful.

1. What is the conscience? It is the moral regulator of man. It acts in concert 

with what a man has been taught is right and wrong. It provokes him when 
he does wrong and prods him to do right.

a) It manifests itself as mental stress, depression, fear, and sleeplessness.

b) It can cause physical ailments like nausea, headaches, body aches, etc.


2. The scriptures describe its power (John 8:9; Romans 13:5). Attentiveness to 
one’s conscience is what gives it power (Acts 23:1; 24:16; 1 Corinthians 8:7, 
10, 12; Romans 14:20).


3. But the conscience can be ignored to the point where it no longer functions.

a) Regarding false teachers, Paul said it is possible that one can preach and 

teach error so freely that it is as if his conscience has been “seared as 
with a hot iron” (1 Timothy 4:2).


b) This is true of any form of sin. The more you do it, the less you feel the 
conscience pleading with you to stop! The long-ignored and now absent 
conscience can lead to shipwreck of one’s faith (1 Timothy 1:19).
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II. David And His Sin 
A. Nathan’s words in 2 Samuel 12:7 must have been a hammer blow to David.


1. In vv. 5-6, David’s anger was greatly aroused against the man who had 
committed a terrible act in his kingdom.


2. But when Nathan said the fateful words, David’s heart crumbled, his year-
long carefully crafted sense of calm evaporated, and the full weight of his 
guilt came to him unabated.


3. I have spoken already about the psychosomatic symptoms of a “guilty 
conscience.” But what about those symptoms multiplied a thousand-fold 
when you are confronted with the awful truth that you are the sinner?

a) When your face flushes, your stomach wrenches, and your knees buckle.

b) When sweat pours from your brow.

c) When tears erupt from your eyes.

d) When your voice suddenly finds no words to justify your actions or 

adequately express your guiltiness.

e) When there is nowhere to hide from the knowledge that everyone now 

has of your carefully hidden wrongdoing.

B. David described the feelings of sin in Psalm 51:1-11.


1. Verse 5.

a) This verse has been the subject of error for a long time. Calvinists take 

this to be a statement that humans are born in our natural state as 
sinners, already guilty of the sin of our forefather, Adam.


b) This concept flies in the face of other clearly understood texts (Romans 
5:12; James 1:13-15). Taken all alone, this verse does not hint at Total 
Hereditary Depravity.


c) David was licking his wounds. He was grieving his sin. He was viewing 
his life as a long progression of evil, which seemingly, in David’s grieving 
state, started in the womb. In effect, David was saying, “I keep sinning as 
I have done my whole life.”


2. Verse 8.

a) This is David’s hint at the pain he was in. The pains associated with the 

guilt of conscience are very much real.

b) He was a man who was in such pain that he referred to “the bones You 

have broken.”

3. Verse 11.


a) David acknowledged the reality that Isaiah would later confirm: sin 
separates a man from his God (Isaiah 59:1-2).


b) David feared being separated from God more than anything. Now it was 
a reality, and David was beside himself with fear and grief.


C. This is precisely what any man needs to feel if he is ever going to repent.

1. Paul described in great detail how grief and sorrow over sin has the desired 

result of provoking a sinner to repent (2 Corinthians 7:9-11).

2. The Jews on Pentecost were driven to repentance and baptism because 

they were “cut to the heart” by the preaching of Peter (Acts 2:37).

3. Saul of Tarsus, on the road to Damascus, met Jesus and his reaction was to 

tremble and be astonished (Acts 9:6).
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III. David And His Hope 
A. Consider where David had rested his hope in this affair before Nathan’s parable:


1. He trusted in his own power as king.

a) Something about the power of his office must have convinced David he 

could save himself. Maybe it was his charm, his wearing of the royal 
crown, or his exalted status in Israel.


b) In the beginning, he might have thought, “I can’t let this be known. It 
would hurt the office of king!” But as time went on, David believed he had 
masterfully covered up a terrible transgression.


2. He trusted in time.

a) David probably felt like Bill Cosby and other rapists felt.

b) They think, “It’s been ages. Who would bring charges against me after so 

much time has passed?”

3. He trusted in people to keep quiet.


a) Men of power tend to feel that their status shields them from the charges 
of wrongdoing that would doom other men very quickly.  


b) David could have believed that his loyal servants who knew what had 
happened would never reveal the truth. And, surely he believed that if he 
moved Bathsheba into the palace and showered her with the trappings of 
that office, she would keep silent about the adultery, the baby, and the 
murder of her husband.


c) If it weren’t for the prophet and his connection to the all-knowing God, he 
might have gotten away with it!


4. He trusted in people’s ability to forgive and forget.

a) Maybe the people forgave him because of his status as king and national 

hero who defeated Goliath.

b) Maybe the people were so fearful to bring it up at the beginning that as 

time went on, they forgot about the terrible iniquity.

B. But, when it mattered most, David put his trust where it should have been all 

along — in God (vv. 1-2, 5, 7, 9).

C. Similarly, Christians understand that their only hope lies in the blood of Jesus 

Christ (John 14:6; 1 Corinthians 15:20; Ephesians 2:8-9).


Conclusion. In v. 7, David prays that the Lord, like a priest, would cleanse him 
from his defilement. The Israelites were to present themselves before the priest on the 
occasion of their purification. The priest, satisfied that the unclean person had met the 
requirements for purification, would take hyssop and sprinkle the person with water, 
symbolic of ritual cleansing. Here the psalmist petitioned the Lord to be his priest by 
taking the hyssop and declaring him cleansed from all sin.


May God cleanse all His creation who seek to do His will and have sin removed 
through repentance and confession. David was forgiven and so will we if His wishes for 
cleansing are met through the blood of Jesus Christ.


I am deeply indebted to David Weaks for the use of his material.
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