
THE CLEANSING 
 PSALMS 32:1-11 
 
 Why does it seem that people have to learn life’s lessons the hard way?  Sometimes it is 
fear of the unknown or uncertainty about the unintended consequences of taking corrective 
action.  We may need to solve a problem or make a difficult decision and we don’t have any idea 
of what the options are or which option to choose if we did know.  We may seek advice from an 
expert but even the experts can be wrong and totally off-base.  This uncertainty or fear may lead 
to doing nothing and that can result in learning the hard way.   
 An account from the life of David related to the temptation and resulting sin of adultery 
and murder can give us some insight into how really difficult the “hard way” can be.  After 
learning those hard lessons, David made an effort to share what he learned so that others could 
benefit from doing things the “right way” in order to minimize the grief that sin can cause in our 
lives.   
 The ideal situation is that we don’t sin in the first place; however, we need to know what 
we should do when that happens and not have to suffer the pain of learning the hard way.   
 
The Contrast – 32:1-4 
1 A Psalm of David. A Maskil. How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, Whose sin is covered! 2 How 
blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, And in whose spirit there is no deceit! 3 When I kept 
silent about my sin, my body wasted away Through my groaning all day long. 4 For day and night Your hand was 
heavy upon me; My vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer. Selah.   
Psalm 32:1-4 (NASB95) 
 This teaching psalm (a Maskil) starts out with the benefits of God’s salvation.  Many 
times people have problems or burdens in their lives that accumulate and they fail to realize how 
much they are hindered in getting anything accomplished and how little joy they have in their 
lives.  These things slowly build up and people think that this is just the ways things are in life.  I 
am reminded of a comment a friend made when he discovered and corrected a high blood 
pressure condition he had.  He said, “I did know how bad I felt until I felt better.”   How heavy is 
the burden of guilt and how relieved we are to have that burden lifted!  When we bring the 
burden of sin to God through Jesus Christ and appropriate the power of His cleansing blood shed 
for us, then He removes the sin from us as far as the east is from the west.  If we think we can 
deal with sins in our lives and try to cover them up with penance or good works, then we may 
deceive others and we certainly deceive ourselves. 
 David used several different terms for the errors in life that can hurt us.  The first one 
mentioned is “transgression.”  The idea of this word is similar to encroach upon or trespass and 
these terms imply the existence of boundaries that are crossed.  The laws and commandments of 
God are given to us as markers or boundaries that define acceptable and unacceptable behaviors.  
When we cross these clearly marked boundaries, then we are being rebellious and that is what 
got Adam and Eve and the rest of humanity in trouble as we recall from the account in Genesis.   
 A related idea to “encroaching upon or trespassing into forbidden areas” is the idea that 
when we do that we are, in fact, leaving or departing from acceptable areas and practices.  As a 
matter of fact, the world system does not care if we “trespass” into their areas – they welcome 
any and all.  The real issue is that we are abandoning or leaving God’s way and this has serious 
consequences.  These consequences are “lack of his protection” and “missing his blessings.”  In 
a sense all “sin” is a departure from God and being separated from God is the worst penalty of 
such a departure.  This is what we see happening in the world today.  The more that people 



“leave” God, the bigger problems they have and the fewer blessings they enjoy.   
 I think it is fairly obvious that the remedy for whatever the particular characterization of 
such errors is to repent and return to God and His ways and be accepted by Him.  Since God is 
holy and we are not because of transgression, sin, iniquity, and deceit, then what does God do to 
restore the relationship?  In the case of transgression, we see that God forgives.  The Hebrew 
word that is used here is seldom (only 16 out of 654 times) translated as “forgiven.”  Most of the 
time this word conveys the idea of something being lifted up, taken away or removed.  Those 
things which are being removed include the transgression, the guilt and the penalty which are 
such great burdens that no mortal can bear them.   
 We recall the words of Psalm 103:12 that tells us “As far as the east is from the west, so 
far hath he removed our transgressions from us.”  That disposition of transgressions does not 
answer the question of what happens to them that enables them to be removed.  We (as 
Christians) should immediately realize that “the transgression, the guilt, and the penalty” were 
lifted off the sinner and laid upon Christ Who bore these in our place and paid the price for our 
redemption.   
 The second error descriptor used here is the word “sin.”  The meaning of the root word is 
the idea of “missing the mark.”  That begs the question “What is the mark to which we should be 
aiming with our lives?”  The simple answer is to be what God created us to be and that is to be 
“in His image or in His likeness.”  The perfect image (icon) or the prototype is “Jesus, the Christ, 
God’s son” as written by Paul in Romans 8:29.   
 While the word “transgression” was concerned with our relationship with God, aiming at 
the right thing is mainly concerned with our relationship with ourselves with regard to what we 
are becoming or into what we are being transformed.  One of the chief things which causes our 
aim to be in error is the assertion of our self will.  Another cause is misplaced priorities when the 
supreme desire of our innermost being is not God.   
 How does God deal with the consequences that such “bad aim” and “misplaced 
priorities” produce in our lives?  The end of verse one tells us that our sin is covered.  This 
covering is not something that we can do on our own behalf.  Proverbs 28:13 tells us that “He 
who covers his sins shall not prosper.”  The covering that is necessary and sufficient can be 
related to the covering on the Ark of the Covenant in which the Law was kept.  This was called 
the “mercy seat” and is the “covering” of the Law.  This was the dwelling place of God as shown 
by His appearing in the cloud upon the mercy seat as recorded in Leviticus 16:2.  We also know 
that the mercy seat was covered by the blood of the atonement sacrifice which pointed to the 
ultimate sacrifice of the shedding of the blood of the Lamb of God.  We also know that Christ is 
our mercy seat and that our sin is hidden (covered) from the “judicial eye” of God by the blood 
of Christ and the robe of righteousness that we put on as the result of our salvation in Him.   
 The third description of error is the word “iniquity.”  This word communicates the ideas 
of something twisted, distorted, perverse or perverted.  We saw that transgression was related to 
God, sin was related to what we do to ourselves in missing the mark of God’s best for us, and 
now we see that “iniquity” is related to failure to follow the straight path of the standard for our 
thoughts and actions.  We have some common expressions for this error when we describe a 
person as being “crooked” or “perverted.”  Alexander Maclaren commented that “the shortest 
path from earth to heaven is absolutely straight” and that was stated in the nineteenth century 
when the word “straight” had a fairly simple meaning.   
 The response that God has toward those who have repented and abandoned their 
distortion is that the “iniquity” is not imputed or accounted to the person.  This is very closely 



related to the idea of justification which is simply that God declares those who truly believe Him 
as “righteous” as in the case of Abraham.  We use this terminology (justification) in speaking 
about our salvation when we put our trust in the completed work of Christ on the Cross.   
 The last term we see used in these verses for error is “guile” or “deceit.”  This condition 
is related to the spirit of the person and we realize that the remedy for errors in the spirit of man 
is “replacement therapy.”  In other words, there is no cure for what is wrong with the spirit of 
man in his fallen condition.  It is dead and has to be replaced.  This is an Old Testament 
reference that points us to what was coming in God’s plan of salvation.  Jesus told Nicodemus 
“You must be born again.” 
 In verses three and four we see some of the consequences of ignoring sin in our lives.  
This psalm is thought by various commentators to be a meditation of David following his 
repentance after being confronted by Nathan regarding his sin with Bathsheba.   For more than a 
year, David did not face up to what he had done.  He was probably hoping that it would just go 
away, but he could not stop thinking about it and it apparently took its toll on him physically and 
emotionally.   
 One of the more significant factors in our health is the amount of stress we experience.  
Stress comes from burdens and stress produces negative reactions in our ability to rest, to have 
the body respond to diseases, and it certainly affects our mental state and our ability to think 
clearly.  Refusal to acknowledge (confess) our sins as sins brings about disharmony in the 
essence of our lives.  If we are children of God, then He will not let us rest until we have dealt 
with sin in our lives.  (Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work 
in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ.  Phil. 1:6) 
 
The Decision – 32:5 
5 I acknowledged my sin to You, And my iniquity I did not hide; I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the 
LORD”; And You forgave the guilt of my sin.  Selah. Psalm 32:5 (NASB95) 
 We need to keep in mind that this is a “teaching psalm” in that David was writing about 
his experience from the standpoint of “lessons learned.”  If this was (as many commentators have 
suggested) a follow-up meditation after David was confronted by God through the prophet 
Nathan, then we know that it took more than a year for David to finally acknowledge his sin to 
God.  He certainly acknowledged it to himself because it affected him physically and 
emotionally (not to mention the spiritual effects it had on him).  We would think that, of all 
people, David would have known that God already knew what he had done.  Failure to confess 
transgressions does not hide our iniquity from God.  From whom was David hiding the 
transgressions, the sin and the iniquity?  David knew what he had done, Bathsheba knew it and 
eventually Nathan knew it.  God knew it before it happened when David first allowed himself to 
be tempted.  The only ones who did not know were the people of Israel.   
 Why did David keep putting off confessing or acknowledging his sin to God?  That is a 
difficult question.  When we try to come up with an answer to that question, we have to examine 
why we sometimes do the same thing David did.  I’m not sure that we (as believers in God) can 
develop a logically sound reason to delay or avoid confessing or acknowledging our sin to God.  
 David was “in denial” of how wrong he was throughout that entire situation.  We might 
say that David was deceiving himself.  Recall from the end of verse two the desirable spiritual 
condition mentioned there – “no deceit in his spirit.”  This was the barrier that was blocking the 
path to restoration which would remedy the other three problems mentioned earlier – 
transgression, sin, and iniquity.  All three of these are mentioned in verse five.  Allowing 
ourselves to be deceived will result in our going away from God and that results in following a 



distorted or perverse path that results in our missing the mark.  In other words, deceit leads to 
transgression which results in iniquity that makes it impossible to avoid sin.    
 
The Counsel – 32:6-9 
6 Therefore, let everyone who is godly pray to You in a time when You may be found; Surely in a flood of great 
waters they will not reach him. 7 You are my hiding place; You preserve me from trouble; You surround me with 
songs of deliverance.  Selah. 8 I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you 
with My eye upon you. 9 Do not be as the horse or as the mule which have no understanding, Whose trappings 
include bit and bridle to hold them in check, Otherwise they will not come near to you.  Psalm 32:6-9 (NASB95) 
 Based on his experience of receiving forgiveness for the iniquity of his sin immediately 
after he confessed his error, David advised others whose life direction is toward God and those 
who wish to please Him to do the same thing.   
 The idea that we need to pray to the Lord while “He may be found” introduces an artifact 
into our concept of God that may not be supported by this passage or a similar passage from 
Isaiah 55:6 where we find “Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call upon Him while He is 
near.”  From these translations we could foster an idea that God may not always be available and 
He may go away somewhere that we can’t access.  Interesting variations of the translations of  
these two passages are found in the Septuagint (LXX).  There we see that the psalm verse would 
read “in a fit time.”  Of course, the word “fit” would mean “timely” or “appropriate.”  When 
would we think that the most appropriate time would be to pray to God for forgiveness?  The 
simple answer to that is ASAP – in other words, immediately upon realizing that we wandered 
away from God and that we were on a path that was not the straight and narrow that would result 
in missing the mark in our lives.  The LXX rendering of the Isaiah passage reads as follows: 
“Seek ye the Lord, and when ye find Him, call upon Him; and when (you have done that) He 
shall draw nigh to you.”  (Italics added for clarity.)  This translation is in close agreement with 
the passage from James 4:8 “Come near to God and he will come near to you.”   
 The idea that we should seek to be quickly restored to a right relationship with God by 
confessing our sin is reinforced in the second half of verse six which promised that God will 
provide the protection we need during times of problems that is characterized by the phrase 
“flood of great waters.”   
 This same idea of God being our protection and our “hiding place” from harm and 
trouble is presented in a parallel fashion in verse seven.  It is unclear exactly what being 
surrounded with songs of deliverance means.  It seems likely that what is meant is that our 
response to God’s surrounding protection is that we would praise Him with songs or shouts 
because of His deliverance.  
 Some commentators assume that verse eight and nine are the words of David spoken to 
those whom he is instructing and others believe that God is speaking to David and to us.  The 
message to us is clear and should be heeded.   
 This promise of the Lord to cause us to improve appears to be unconditional.  If we are 
His children, then He will complete His work in us.  There are three levels of interaction: 
“Instruct” would imply details of very specific things that would apply to our present situation.  
Instruction is akin to being led in a step-by-step, hands-on method of being coached or having a 
mentor that would help us really understand what is happening.  “Teaching” is at a broader level 
of direction and would apply to more general situations.  “Counsel” would be related to the 
overall precepts by which we conduct our lives.   
 The promise that God made that He would watch over us should not be intimidating but 
comforting.  God knows what we are going through and where we are struggling.  He is not 



watching us to reprimand us but to help us improve.  God customizes experiences and situations 
in our lives and uses these to instruct, teach and counsel.   
 If we think about the benefits of doing things that are in alignment with Godly precepts 
and making course corrections when we are misaligned, then we should generally have more 
success and joy and peace and contentment.  Such understanding is contrasted with an animal 
that has to be physically controlled to go in the right paths.   
 Since the Lord is determined to complete the work of transforming us, then we can either 
cooperate by trusting Him or try to do it our way.  Doing things our way is “wickedness” by 
God’s definition.  Some Christians refuse to believe that God would use problems and 
difficulties in their lives as a “bit and bridle” to carry out His work of grace in their lives.  
Because of their refusal to embrace this truth, they continue to go their own way and never learn 
to respond to the “voice commands” of the word of God.   
 
The Conclusion – 32:10-11 
10 Many are the sorrows of the wicked, But he who trusts in the LORD, lovingkindness shall surround him. 11 Be glad 
in the LORD and rejoice, you righteous ones; And shout for joy, all you who are upright in heart.  Psalm 32:10-11 
(NASB95) 
 David said there is a distinction between the “wicked” and “those who trust in the Lord.”  
This is likely a general characterization of life.  In general (and eventually) the wicked will have 
and experience sorrow, pain and grief.  In general, those who follow the precepts, the 
commandments, and the leading of the Holy Spirit in their lives will enjoy the benefits of a peace 
that passes understand and the confidence that comes from knowing that God is in control and 
we are His children.  While these are general characterizations, there are times when we will 
suffer for righteousness sake and there are times when the wicked seem to prosper and that crime 
does pay.  It is during these anomalies that we must continue to walk by faith and rely on the 
promises of God.  
 Those who recognize the Lord’s unfailing love and accept His direction for their lives 
will realize His way is best for them.  That realization will be a reason to rejoice and praise God 
for His love and mercy. 
 There is a threefold aspect to this celebrating of God’s goodness.  The Hebrew words 
translated as “rejoice,” “be glad,” and “sing” in the NIV are rendered as “be glad,” “rejoice,” and 
“shout for joy” in the KJV and NASB.  There are, indeed, three different words used in the 
original text.  And each has been translated as “rejoice” in the various places they have been used 
in the Old Testament.  The first word (samach) has the idea of “to cause to rejoice,” the second 
word (giyl) is “to rejoice” and the third word (ranan) is clearly related to “to express joy.”  From 
these subtle differences we can then see how all of our being is involved in celebrating the 
goodness of God. The cause of true joy originates from God and is received in our spirits, the 
realization or experiencing of that joy is in our emotions and our intellects (the soul), and then 
the expression of this joy requires the participation of the body as we sing or shout praises to 
God.  
 This is the kind of joy that we should cultivate since joy that originates in our emotions 
and/or intellect (the beauty of the composition of the music or the sunset, etc.) or even in our 
body (e.g., response to the beat of the music) has a carnal origin and not a spiritual origin.  We 
would do well to remember Romans 8:6: “For to be carnally minded is death; but to be 
spiritually minded is life and peace.” 
 


