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Texts: Isaiah 58:1-12 Psalm 51:1-17; Matthew 6:1-6, 16-21 

 Let me tell you the backstory of Psalm 51.  One spring afternoon King David was 

out on his rooftop when he happened to see a beautiful woman named Bathsheba bathing 

on the roof of another house nearby.  He had his servants go to get her.  Now as you might 

imagine, kings get their way, so when David had her brought into his house so that he could 

have sex with her, she was not able to say no.  He got her pregnant.  As it turns out, her 

husband was one of the soldiers in Kind David’s army, one of the men out fighting a battle 

for him.  To cover up the fact of his adultery and her pregnancy, David sent for her 

husband Uriah and ordered him to go home and sleep with his wife.  But Uriah refused, 

saying that he couldn’t take pleasure in his wife while his comrades-in-arms were still out 

on the battlefield.   

 So David sent Uriah back, with a secret message to his commanding officer to put 

him up on the front lines where the fighting was heaviest.  Uriah was killed, and now the 

coast was clear for David to take Bathsheba as a wife.     

 As the saying goes, power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  Here is 

God’s servant David the King, feeding his lust, and covering up his adultery with murder. 

If you are counting, that makes at least three commandments that he has broken.  It 

doesn’t get much worse than that.   This story – a rape, a cover-up, a murder – is as old as 

the Bible and as fresh as this morning’s headlines.  It’s the story line of any number of 

movies, plays and TV shows.   

 A few weeks ago I had a conversation with one of you as we were preparing for 

worship.  “How are you?” I asked. “Do you want the church answer or the real answer?” 

you replied.  “What do you mean by that?” I asked.  “Well, you know the church answer is 
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to say ‘I’m fine.’ Because I don’t want to bore you with a list of everything that is really 

going on with me,” you said. 

 I’ll bet if you had asked King David how he was doing, his answer would be, “I’m 

fine.  Couldn’t be better.” 

 But David’s sin goes deeper than what David did.  Sin is about more than simply 

what you do.  Sin is all the ways that we separate ourselves from God’s love.  Sin is an 

orientation that says, “I can decide for myself what is good and what is evil.  And I’ve 

decided that what is good is what is good for me.”  Sin is deciding that you don’t really need 

God because you have everything that it takes to live a decent and upright life.  Sin is the 

power of one.  It’s the power of me, myself and I.  Sin is the lie we tell when we give the 

“church answer.” 

 It ought to be the other way around.  Tonight is the night that we get real.  Real with 

ourselves, real with each other, real with God.  Tonight is the night that we take a hard 

look at the condition we are in.  Tonight is the night we admit how hard we work to deceive 

ourselves and other people.  Tonight is the night we admit that we try to cast ourselves in a 

good light.  We pretend we have it all together.  We stall when we are asked, “How are 

you?”  Because we don’t actually want anyone else to know how lonely we really are, how 

fearful we really are, how ashamed we really are, how angry we really are, how powerless 

to change we really are. 

 Tonight is the night that we finally admit how finite we really are.  Tonight is the 

night when we face the fact that each of us is going to die.  The moment will come when our 

bodies will be placed at the edge of an open grave, and the words that will be spoken are 
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these: “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”  Tonight we are marked with ashes.  Tonight we are 

reminded that we are dust.   

 Tonight is the night that we finally admit how much in need of forgiveness we really 

are.  Along with King David, we cry out, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a 

right spirit within me.”   

 Tonight is the night that we begin the journey with Jesus to Jerusalem, the journey 

to the cross.  But the journey does not end there.  On the other side of death, there is an 

empty tomb.  On the other side of death, there is the promise of eternal life.  On the other 

side of our sinfulness is the promise that nothing can separate us from the God’s steadfast 

love.  On the other side of repentance is forgiveness. 

So come.  Come and be marked with the ashes.  Come and receive Christ’s body and 

blood.  Come and begin the journey. 

 


