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      Create in Me a Clean Heart

      Create in me a clean heart, O God,

      and renew a right spirit within me.

      Psalm 51:10

      In 1967 in Cape Town, South Africa, fifty-three-year-old Louis Washkansky was dying of chronic heart disease.1 His body faded each day, along with any hope of a cure. Simultaneously, Dr. Christiaan Neethling Barnard was preparing to try to perform the world’s first successful human heart transplant. There had been some success on animals but not yet on a human being.

      Meanwhile, a young woman named Denise Darvall suffered a fatal brain injury in a car accident that also claimed the life of her mother. Denise’s father knew that his daughter’s passion was to help others, so he generously donated her heart as one last expression of love. This provided the perfect opportunity to help save Louis’s life.

      A team of about thirty people labored through nearly six hours of surgery, ensuring that everything was carefully thought through and perfectly executed. When the operation was finally complete, everyone waited with bated breath to see what would happen. Louis’s new heart continued to beat on its own, he eventually regained consciousness, and the first words out of his mouth were “I’m still alive.”

      Living but Not Fully Alive

      In the wake of David’s adultery, the deepest part of him had withered; the spiritual vitality he once knew had gone into steep decline. Sin had taken root and grown wild within him, spreading as if it were a ravenous appetite that refused to be satisfied. In spiritual terms, David was a man with chronic heart disease, on a steady path toward death.

      Yet it was precisely there at his lowest point that God met him. The Lord went to great lengths to find and save his wandering sheep. When God spoke through Nathan, his word cut David to the heart. As the record of his wrongs was recited against him (2 Sam. 12:7–12), David stood ready to receive the righteous judgment of God. And though a sentence of judgment was pronounced, a promise of mercy was made too: “The Lord also has put away your sin; you shall not die” (2 Sam. 12:13).

      David was still alive.

      Though David was physically alive, he came to see that he was not fully living. To be fully alive would mean that his sin-sick soul was once again strong with love for the Lord. It would mean that a reservoir of joy had burst open in him from the thrill of God’s salvation. It would mean that his hunger and thirst for righteousness had been reawakened and his delight for God’s presence had been revived. To return to that place of full living would require God to move mountains and drain oceans (precisely things only our God can do).

      To be made whole again would take nothing less than a supernatural work of the Spirit, work that involved reaching into the very core of David’s being and transforming him from the inside out. No team of experts, well-crafted plan, or self-help strategy could heal what David’s sin had broken. His only hope was to cast himself wholly on the mercy of God, pleading with the Lord to do what only he can do.

      This is exactly what David does in Psalm 51:10. The two parts of David’s prayer in this verse are like the combination of melody and rhythm; they are distinct yet inseparable. And when a moving melody is set to the right rhythm, you have something to marvel at. The distinct and inseparable parts of this prayer include David crying out to the Lord for a clean heart and a renewed spirit. And it is with an invitation to marvel that I call you to listen to the melody and rhythm of this beloved verse.

      Create in Me a Clean Heart

      First, David begs the Lord for cleansing from the deepest stain of sin by crying, “Create in me a clean heart, O God” (Ps. 51:10). For us to delve as deeply into the human condition as this prayer requires, we must look in two directions at the same time. We must look down at the depth of our need while at the same time lifting our eyes to the Lord, the Creator of clean hearts.

      We have seen already that David, the man after God’s own heart, is also a man who sins in his own heart. David has admitted that his condition of sin dates back to before the day he was born and that his battle with sin touches the very core of his humanity. He knows that the heart he carries within his chest is beyond mending or fixing. So he begs the Creator to create in him a brand-new heart. And in making this bold request, he “asks for nothing less than a miracle.”2

      The supernatural nature of this request is difficult to see in our English translation of the text, but it is there behind the word David chooses for “create.” He uses the Hebrew word bara, the same word used in Genesis 1 to describe God’s divine act of creating the entire cosmos out of nothing. In fact, every time the verb bara is used in Scripture, it speaks of something only God can do.

      In the creation narrative, the word bara is used at three pivotal points: (1) in the creation of matter, the heavens and the earth (Gen. 1:1); (2) in the creation of life with consciousness, the animals (Gen. 1:21); and (3) in the creation of God-conscious life, human beings (Gen. 1:27). At all other points that describe God’s work of making, a less powerful verb is used.3 So the language that David chooses is a confession that he needs creation to take place in a heart that holds as much chaos as the cosmos did before God said, “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3).

      God and God alone has the power to create in David what he so desperately needs. The very voice that summoned creation into being, the Word who whispered to send galaxies spinning into flight, the one who paints the evening sky with effortless breath and charts the swallow’s path, is called on to breathe life into David’s inner being and create in him a new heart. Not a better heart, not a slightly stronger heart, but a brand-new, clean heart that is hand-fashioned by God himself.

      This seems like a good place to pause and consider what the Bible means by the word “heart.” Today when we hear the word, we may picture the familiar symbol often used to portray love or the physical organ that circulates blood through our veins. But in Scripture, the word “heart” is layered with meaning. Sometimes it is used to describe the mind and understanding, other times it describes our affections and emotions, and still other times it describes our will. It speaks of “the whole soul of man and all the faculties of it.”4 John Blanchard listed eight functions of the heart that we see in Scripture:

      
        	It is the seat of the emotions.

        	It is the seat of the understanding.

        	It is the seat of reason.

        	It is associated with the conscience.

        	It is involved with human motive and intention.

        	It is at the root of our desires.

        	It is closely associated with our decision-making.

        	It is the seat of faith.5

      

      With a working understanding of both the words “create” and “heart,” we can fit them together and see that David’s request in Psalm 51:10 is essentially a plea to be completely remade from the inside out. David stands in need of his heart being re-created by God.

      The Need for a New Heart

      Of course, it is not David alone who requires a new heart; all the sons of Adam and daughters of Eve share this same need. Scripture indicates that “the seat of indwelling sin is the heart,” and it speaks repeatedly of the importance of a heart made new by God.6

      Jesus spoke about our heart problem when he declared, “For from within, out of the heart of man, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person” (Mark 7:21–23). The prophet Jeremiah put it this way:

      The heart is deceitful above all things,

      and desperately sick;

      who can understand it? (Jer. 17:9)

      From Eden’s fall, our hearts have been “dead in . . . trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1), needing to be remade from above. So the cry of David becomes ours as well: “Create in me a clean heart.”

      In his great grace, God set forth a plan in eternity past to provide for his people everything they would need in Christ. The Lord promised through the prophet Ezekiel,

      I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. (Ezek. 36:25–26)

      Here we find the very things David prays for in Psalm 51:10—a new heart and a new spirit—promised to all the people of God.

      God made promises to his people through the prophet Jeremiah as well, stating, “I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the Lord, and they shall be my people and I will be their God, for they shall return to me with their whole heart” (Jer. 24:7). Here we see not only the promise of new hearts but also additional promises that anchor our identity in God: We will be his very own people, and he will be our God. Notice the emphasis on repentance that accompanies this promise: God’s people will receive new hearts, a new people will be made, and they will turn from sin and return to the Lord with wholehearted adoration.

      The New Testament authors continued to emphasize the new heart too. The apostle Paul wrote, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come” (2 Cor. 5:17). And in Revelation 21, the apostle John beheld in a vision the day when the heavens and earth will have passed away, a new heaven and new earth will have been restored, and God will have come to dwell fully in the midst of his people. In this moment, John recorded, “And he who was seated on the throne said, ‘Behold, I am making all things new.’ Also he said, ‘Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true’” (Rev. 21:5). Notice the words “all things.” They speak to the renewal of not just the heart of man but also the whole of man—and even to the renewal of the whole of creation.

      Our Need for Something New

      Modern culture is fascinated with new things and encourages the habit of seeking them constantly. But at the same time, modern people struggle to admit their greatest need: a new heart. The world tells us to hide our imperfections behind a polished public image, to overcome our weaknesses through self-help and positive thinking, or to simply accept our flaws and learn to live with them. This advice addresses the symptoms while ignoring the sickness. We know the sins that we are prone to, and if we follow the river upstream, we find that our actions flow from hearts that do not always beat to know and honor God.

      Thankfully, Scripture addresses the root of the problem, and God has provided the solution to it. We do not need God to make our hearts a little better; we need him to make them new.7 We need our hearts made new by the power of the gospel, and God offers that to us through Jesus Christ.

      The next time you go before God to ask for forgiveness, ask also that his mercy would soak down into the soil of your heart. Pray that springs of new life would burst forth. Ask him to repair the foundation of your life with his goodness and grace. Ask God to create in you a clean heart.

      Renew a Right Spirit Within Me

      David’s second request in Psalm 51:10 is for the Lord to “renew a right spirit within” him. The two parts of this verse taken together ask God to both create something that is not and renew something that is.8 At first glance, renewal might seem to be a lesser work than creation, maybe requiring less of God’s creating and sustaining power. Yet both the creating work and the renewing work of the Lord are equally supernatural and equally necessary in the life of every believer. We come to Christ in desperate need of renewal, and we continually stand in need of renewing. Dependence on God’s renewing grace marks our every step.

      The first truth we see in David’s cry for renewal is the necessity of receiving a renewed spirit. David’s words are always well chosen. The Hebrew term for “renew” is hadas, meaning “to repair” or “to restore.”9 David’s prayer carries with it a confession that the spiritual strength he once had is now weakened by sin, so he stands in need of spiritual renewal.

      The word “renew” also carries with it the idea of refreshment and restoration. It is used in the Old Testament to describe the restoration of physical structures, such as when the temple was restored in 2 Chronicles 24. Spiritually speaking, God does for his new temple (the church) what was done for the old temple. He can renew us and restore the “buildings” of our lives, even when it seems as if we have wrecked everything in sight. David trusts that this is true, so he pleads with God to renew his spirit and restore his soul.

      Of course, we know from the story behind the song in 2 Samuel 11 why David’s spirit needs renewal. His sin had stripped his life down to the studs. Godless pursuits had eroded the foundation of his life. There was something wrong with David’s spirit that led him to bring so much ruin to his life, and the problem was his sin. Perhaps the comforts of his success had numbed him to the reality that his heart was drifting. Maybe he had become more concerned with preserving his assets and possessions than caring for his soul. Obviously, his desires had shifted from wanting to please God to wanting to please his own flesh.

      The second truth we see in David’s cry for renewal is that we are powerless to renew our own spirits. In the first nine verses of Psalm 51, David has repented of sin and sought forgiveness. Now he pleads for inner transformation, and for this he turns to the only source of it—the Lord, who alone can renew him from within. The “right spirit” that he asks for refers to a spirit firmly established, morally straight, and unwavering in loyalty to God.

      Like his prayer for a new heart, David’s cry for God to “renew a right spirit” within him also rests on the sure promises of God’s renewing work. Our God promises to renew his people’s strength, sustaining them so they can “run and not be weary” and “walk and not faint” (Isa. 40:31). He is the tender shepherd who restores our souls and leads us in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake (Ps. 23:3). And even as “our outer self is wasting away,” the God of resurrection assures us that “our inner self is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). The same power that sustains the heavens and the earth supplies strength to our souls. The great love that shepherds the whole flock pursues and restores the one who strays. The very power that raised Christ from the grave keeps the ones he loves.

      Keep Your Heart, Guard Your Spirit

      I have sat and talked with more than a few people over the years who would say without blinking that they want clean hearts and to be made right with God. But when they were pressed about the divine inner renewal that’s required to live differently and do the ongoing work of fleeing sin and pursuing holiness, it became clear that this type of surrender was more than they had in mind. Yet what is clear in Psalm 51:10 is that the clean heart and the renewed spirit are wed together as one and the same. The Lord’s creating work of the new heart leads to his sustaining work of inward renewal, renovating the entire soul into a fit place for holiness to grow and for obedience to be formed. And “spiritual renewal always leads to godliness and wisdom”10 (see Deut. 5:29; 30:6; Jer. 31:33).

      To be sure, it is God alone who makes our hearts new and renews our spirits when we have grown sick with sin. Yet don’t miss that David’s words in Psalm 51:10 are also a plea for help to live a life of holiness unto the Lord. William Plumer explained,

      This verse brings out clearly . . . [David’s] desire for sanctification, a thorough renovation of nature. We cannot find words better suited to express a desire after holiness. The sense of total want, and total dependence, accompanied by a reliance on God alone for grace and purification, is well expressed.11

      Scripture resounds with the importance of our involvement in caring for our hearts when it comes to our spiritual lives. Deuteronomy 4:9 calls out, “Only take care, and keep your soul diligently, lest you forget the things that your eyes have seen, and lest they depart from your heart all the days of your life.” Proverbs 4:23 echoes a similar idea, stating,

      Keep your heart with all vigilance,

      for from it flow the springs of life.

      One of the reasons this idea is repeated in Scripture is because our inner lives are continually in need of being renewed.

      To “keep your heart” is also to guard your spirit. A right spirit, one renewed and steadfast, is not developed by accident. It is cultivated through reliance on the Spirit of God, who “helps us in our weakness” (Rom. 8:26). John Owen noted the importance of our active guarding efforts, writing,

      Let him that would not enter into temptations labor to know his own heart, to be acquainted with his own spirit, his natural frame and temper, his lusts and corruptions, his natural, sinful, or spiritual weaknesses, that, finding where his weakness lies, he may be careful to keep at a distance from all occasions of sin.12

      Guarding the heart and spirit is not a passive act. It requires continual nourishment from the word of God, watchfulness in prayer, and regular gathering with the body of Christ. Plus, the spiritual discipline of repentance is often overlooked in the practice of keeping our hearts. But when we turn from sin and turn to Christ, letting go of lesser things and laying hold of him, we are actively keeping our hearts.

      The hymn that Charles Wesley wrote in an attempt to capture the spirit of Psalm 51:10 is titled “O for a Heart to Praise My God.” The hymn does more than just convey the doctrines we find in the verse; it also helps us pray the doctrines and make them our own with language of dependence. As you read the lyrics, let them draw your heart to God in prayer and worship.

      O for a heart to praise my God,

      A heart from sin set free,

      A heart that always feels Thy blood

      So freely shed for me.

      A heart resigned, submissive, meek,

      My great Redeemer’s throne,

      Where only Christ is heard to speak,

      Where Jesus reigns alone.

      A humble, lowly, contrite heart,

      Believing, true, and clean,

      Which neither life nor death can part

      From Christ who dwells within.

      A heart in ev’ry thought renewed

      And full of love divine,

      Perfect and right and pure and good,

      A copy, Lord, of Thine.

      Thy nature, gracious Lord, impart;

      Come quickly from above;

      Write Thy new name upon my heart,

      Thy new best name of Love.13
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      Conclusion

      One Sunday morning centuries ago, Augustine preached an expository sermon on Psalm 51. After carefully working through each verse, he concluded by saying, “In Christ’s name this psalm has now been fully dealt with, as best I could, even though not as well as I would have liked.”1 As we conclude our study of the same passage, those words seem fitting here as well. Not every question was answered. Not every path was explored. Yet we have certainly scaled the summit of Psalm 51 to explore its beauty firsthand, just as we set out to do in the introduction. And surely there are more angles still for you to discover in your lifetime. The nature of beautiful things is that we’re called back to them again and again. Our God designed them this way. And this is the beauty of Scripture. As we return to beautiful and familiar passages again and again, we take in a new view. We will never become masters of them, yet we pray they will master us.

      As we have walked verse by verse through Psalm 51, I have tried to preserve what I believe David meant by singing these lyrics, to show how these words point us to the finished work of Christ, and to relay how we can make this song our own. We have looked closely at the text, and now as we have reached our end, let me invite you to stand back and take in this song at a distance. Notice the movements between the parts of the song:

      Part 1: A Repentant Heart (Psalm 51:1–4)

      Part 2: A Restored Heart (Psalm 51:5–9)

      Part 3: A Renewed Heart (Psalm 51:10–12)

      Part 4: A Responsive Heart (Psalm 51:13–19)

      I pray that you have come to understand repentance more deeply and that you fully grasp what a privilege it is to turn humbly to the Lord in your brokenness and sin to receive his full forgiveness. I pray that you have tasted restoration as you’ve learned to turn to your Savior for cleansing, trusting in his sacrifice and remembering that “[your] sin, not in part, but the whole” was “nailed to the cross, and [you] bear it no more.”2 I pray that you would continue to be renewed from the inside out as the Spirit works in you—may the power of the gospel so transform you that nothing in your life remains untouched. And I pray that you would respond to God’s mercy by proclaiming, praising, evangelizing, and teaching, eager to share with your fellow sinners the truths about the Christ who forgives.

      As we conclude, I hope that Psalm 51 has not only taught you to turn from sin and turn to Christ but also lent you the language to do so. As we have walked through this “classic statement in the Old Testament on the question of repentance,”3 I pray that the Lord has spoken to you through his word.

      Every major awakening, gospel renewal, and revival in church history has been marked by repentance. I wonder what God might do in us, in our families, and in our churches if we humble ourselves before him and plead for his mercy.
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