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We read Psalm 51 today as a way to talk about an old and familiar part of Christian piety and practice.
Today we are going to think about contrition. And we are going to think about it as part of our cross series,
because contrition is the appropriate posture for a person who approaches the cross of Jesus Christ. If you and
I imagine ourselves standing before the cross of Christ there are many emotions that would well up in us, that
should well up in us, and one of those is contrition. Contrition is an old word and not used much in regular
conversation, but many of you know what it means — contrition is godly sorrow for your sins. When you are
contrite you are sorry for your sins. Contrition is the condition of being sorry for your sins.

Christian philosopher Robert Roberts has written on contrition, and he likes contrition. He thinks
contrition is spiritually healthy. He thinks you should have some contrition in your life. According to Roberts,
contrition is not just for people who have committed some catastrophic sin, not just for people who have
made an obvious and public mess, he thinks contrition is a spiritual emotion that regular believers should
cultivate. He places it alongside other Christian emotions like joy and hope and compassion and peace in its
importance. Which is interesting, because if | asked you what the characteristic Christian emotions are, you
would all mention joy and hope and peace, but | wonder...how many of you would mention contrition?

When Roberts values contrition so highly, he’s echoing David. According to David, contrition is the best
sacrifice. It’s better than burnt offerings. | don’t bring burnt offerings, says David, “My sacrifice, O God, is a
broken spirit. A broken and a contrite heart you, O Lord, will not despise.” According to David, according to
Roberts, contrition is an emotion and practice through which we receive God’s life-giving mercy.

But while King David and Robert Roberts may lift up contrition, | wonder how many of us want it in our
life? Everyone prays for those other spiritual emotions as part of their life. Compassion: Yes, Lord, give me
compassion. Joy: Please Lord, let me overflow with joy. Peace: Yes Lord, give me your peace every day. We all
want those things, but do we want contrition? Do we pray for contrition? If Psalm 51 is a model for a person
with a contrite spirit, are you eager to be in that state of mind? Probably not so much. David seems to be
utterly broken in this Psalm. Do we want to be utterly broken? If this is contrition, why would we want to
pursue it?

We might want contrition because contrition is an emotion and a practice that can bring healing to
some of the deepest sorrows that humans deal with. Contrition is an emotion and a practice that’s aimed at a
deep pain shared by all human beings. If | used the Bible’s way of talking about this deep pain, | would say
contrition is aimed at the pain of our sin. Now if you are here this morning and haven’t been in church much,
those words will probably sound foreign to you. Our society doesn‘t use the word sin much. But because this
pain is real, our society does have a way of talking about it. Instead of the pain of our sin, we’re more likely to
hear people talk about our deep sense of unworthiness, our sense of moral failure, our feelings of guilt, our
sense of shame. Those are feelings everyone wrestles with. Everyone struggles with their moral failures and
the feelings they produce.

People try all sorts of remedies to deal with those feelings. This week, | was looking at statistics for self-
harm among young people in our society. Based on what | read, 1 in 5 American youth engage in some form of
non-suicidal self-injury. According to the Mayo Clinic’s website, the leading causes of suicidal self-harm are,
“Feelings of worthlessness, anger, guilt, rejection, and self-hatred.” So young people have these feelings of
shame and self-loathing, and they don’t know what to do with them, so they turn to self-harm as a strategy to
relieve those feelings. Which is obviously a terrible remedy.

Of course, that’s not the only remedy people apply to their shame and self-loathing. Sometimes they
manage these feelings with drugs and alcohol. Sometimes they manage them with angry denial. Some folks
these days make it a habit never to apologize. Regrets are a form of weakness. Never admit you are wrong.



You should always express confidence. You should always show strength. If there’s a problem, blame it on
someone else. Also a terrible remedy.

Another strategy for dealing with shame, one which is a little more promising, is positive self-talk.
“Don’t be overly critical of yourself, doesn’t get too down on yourself. You are Ok. You are enough.” Positive
self-talk is not so bad and | would say that the Bible gives us a basis for it. The Bible tells us that we are made
in the image of God, that God will never leave us or forsake us, that we are beloved children of God. All true
and all good. Some of our feelings of failure and shame are overdone. We do get too down on ourselves. We
are too hard on ourselves. We beat ourselves up. Positive self-talk is great for that kind of shame.

But for the deep stuff, for the moral failures that are real, for the moral failures that have brought pain
to others, positive self-talk is not enough. For the deep stuff you need contrition. After David slept with
Bathsheba and murdered her husband, is positive self-talk going to be enough to deal with the situation? For
the shame we feel that comes from things that we’ve actually done, positive self-talk is not enough, we need
contrition.

What is contrition? What does it look like? Studying it and thinking about it this week | suggest there
are three parts to it. I'll go through those one by one.

First there’s a realization about sin’s depth. Let’s go back to Psalm 51 and the circumstances around it.
David sees Bathsheba bathing and he wants her. So, in what would be called a sexual assault today, David
sleeps with Bathsheba. And then, to cover up the resulting pregnancy, he has Bathsheba’s husband Uriah
killed. David thinks he’s getting away with the crime until the prophet Nathan confronts him. Nathan did that
with a story. ‘Your majesty in your kingdom there is a rich man who had large herds of cattle including many
sheep. He lived next door to a poor man who had only one sheep, a yew lamb whom he loved like a pet. This
lamb was his companion at his dinner table and slept beside him at night. One day the rich man has some
guests over for dinner and he needed something to feed them, but instead of taking one of his sheep and
slaughtering it; he took the poor man’s lamb. He slaughtered the pet lamb and served it to his guests.” David
hears the story and he’s outraged. He rises from his throne and says, “The man who did this deserves to die.”
And Nathan says, your majesty, “You are the man!”

Nathan’s prophecy has its intended effect. David is devastated. He's cut to the heart. He realizes how
deep his sin goes, and he writes about that in Psalm 51. Note: David does far more than admit guilt in this
Psalm. When you admit guilt about something, it’s possible to acknowledge you sin but also say, “That was
wrong. | shouldn’t have done that, but that’s not me! That’s not who | am! | lost myself in a moment of
passion.” That’s not what David does here. He says, “Surely | was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my
mother conceived me.” He says, “Oh my goodness, the lust and the ruthlessness that led me to do this, that
wasn’t momentary, that wasn’t out of character. That was me. That’s in my heart.” “Create in me a pure heart
O God, because the sin that caused me to do this is lodged there.” This wasn’t a one-off mistake; this is me.
This is deep.

David’s sin is so big, let me give a smaller example. Say I’'m a dad and my 15-year-old daughter calls me
out because I'm not listening to her when she brings me a concern she has from her life. She needs help and
guidance with something really important, but I’'m too busy watching the football game. If apologize to her
and promise not to do it again. That’s guilt. But if | go deeper and say, “Wait — | always do this. Every night I'm
coming home and losing myself in TV and just half listening to the people | love. I’'m numbing myself from
reality. | am putting entertainment ahead of the relationship with my daughter! Who does that!? | am selfish. |
am shallow. What’s the matter with me?” That’s contrition.

Contrition begins by seeing the depth of the problem, the second stage is recognizing that you're
helpless in the face of the problem. Again, this makes it different from admitting guilt. When you admit guilt
you say, “l did that bad thing. | messed up, | promise | won’t do it again.” By contrast, contrition says, “l know |
messed up and | strongly suspect that left to my own devices, | will probably mess up again.” When you are
contrite you realize you can’t fix this thing with your own tools. When you are contrite you realize the sin goes
so deep that you can’t uproot it. You need outside help.



Quiz question: In Psalm 51 how many promises does David make to deal with his problems? How many
times does he say, “God I’'m sorry, but | will do better, | will change?” The answer is zero. Instead he’s asking
God to do all of the things. All the verbs in the Psalm that deal with the work of the removal of David’s sin
belong to God. “God, have mercy; God, blot out; God, cleanse me; God, wash me; God, create in me a pure
heart.” “God. You do these things because | can’t.”

You see that sense of helplessness in another contrition passage: Romans 7. In that famous passage,
Paul admits that he has no control over his sinfulness: “I have the desire to do what is good; but | cannot carry
it out. | do not do the good | want to do, but the evil | do not want to do — this | keep doing! What a wretched
man | am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” Paul realizes that good advice and some scripture
memorization are not going to fix him. He needs outside help. He needs someone to rescue him from this
body of death.

Which brings us to the last part of contrition, which is the most important part. In contrition, first you
realize how deep the problem goes, second you realize that you can’t fix it, but in the third stage you realize
that there is someone who can. There is a Redeemer: his name is Jesus. He can help you with this. He came to
help you with this. | just quoted Romans 7 where Paul says, “What a wretched man | am, who will rescue me
from this body of death?” Do you remember the next verse? “Thanks be to God, he gives me the victory
through Jesus Christ my Lord.”

Without this third stage, contrition is not contrition. Without this third stage contrition wouldn’t be
helpful. If all you have are stages one and two, if all you have is, one, a deep sense that you are damaged, and
two, the knowledge you can’t fix it, that’s a recipe for despair. Might as well try the drugs, the alcohol, the
self-harm, because what else have you got for this pain?

But in the Psalm David knows where to go with his pain. David knows how deep his sin is. David knows
that he cannot fix this sin. David knows there is a place to go with that sin. And fittingly it’s in the first words
that come out of his mouth; “Have mercy on me O God! According to your unfailing love. According to your
great compassion!” David throws himself on the mercy and compassion of God.

Of course, we have a clearer place to go with our sin and our pain, because for us the mercy and
compassion of God that David calls on have become embodied in a person, Jesus Christ. And Jesus has gone to
the cross to give us a real and lasting remedy for this sin that grips our soul and causes so many people so
much pain. Jesus went to the cross to wash away all our iniquity and cleanse us from all our sin. To create in us
a pure and clean heart. To renew a steadfast spirit within us.

| know that sometimes people talk about contrition like it’s a morbid state of mind. Typical Calvinists!
Always thinking about your sin and your misery. How negative! How neurotic! But when your contrition is
done before the cross of Jesus, it’s not morbid or negative. It's the doorway to joy. It’s the start of new life. It’s
the joy of realizing that my worst sin is forgivable and that | can start again. It’s the joy of realizing that the
blood of Jesus is enough to fix every broken thing in me and carry me all the way home. Isn’t that what
everyone wants to hear? There is so much cynicism, so much shame and so much pain in the hearts of people
— because it leads us to the cross, Christian contrition offers real hope for all of that.

So maybe a little contrition in your life wouldn’t be such a bad thing. If you were honest about your
mess every day, and if every day you picked up that mess and brought it to Jesus, that might be really healthy.
“Lord, I know | care way too much about what people think: | pretend | don’t, but | do. Wash me.” “Lord, |
have become cynical. I'm negative about everything. | roll my eyes at sunshiny people. I'm quick with a snide
comment. Wash me.” “Lord | am spiritually empty. My faith is paper thin. My hope is on life support, and love
just seems like too much work. Restore me. Create in me a clean heart.” It wouldn’t be an easy thing to do,
but it would create so much good, it would bring humility, it would nurture empathy, and more important, it
would open your heart to the cleansing grace of God.

So, what are you waiting for? A broken Spirit and a contrite heart, the Lord will not despise.
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