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I.  Introduction 

A.  If you made a list of what makes you happy, what would be on it?   

B. Did anyone list “forgiveness?” 

1.  For the writer of Psalm 32, it’s pretty clear that that is what makes 

him the most happy. 

2. And not only that, he suggests that it should be at the top of our 

lists, too.   

3. The Message translates that first verse as “How happy you must 

be—you get a fresh start, your slate’s wiped clean.” 

4. And if you’ve recently had an experience of being forgiven, of 

having your slate wiped clean,  like he obviously had, maybe you 

did put “forgiveness” on your list of what makes you truly happy. 

C.  But here’s the thing—what is interesting about Psalm 32 is that even 

though it is forgiveness that makes its writer the most happy in life,  

the Psalm isn’t first and foremost about forgiveness. 

1.  Actually, it is more about what must so often come before 

forgiveness.  Which are things like repentance (turning away from 

whatever sinful behavior we’ve shown to someone or to God for 

which we need to be forgiven.)  In fact, this Psalm has been called 

one of the great Psalms of Repentance. 

2. But I would suggest the real subject of Psalm 32 is something that 

comes even before repentance, or at least is the first step toward 

true repentance, and that is confession.  So perhaps an even better 

title for today’s message would be “True Confession”  (although 

that kind of sounds like the title of one of those sleazy crime 

magazines, so maybe not!) 

3. “Confession”—a word we don’t use very often  as United 

Methodists.  If you were raised Catholic, you most likely have a far 

better understanding and appreciation of confession and what it 

means and how you do it.   

4. But if you get nothing else out of Psalm 32, it is the notion that 

confession is a first step toward repentance, which is a first step 

toward forgiveness.    

5. The bottom line for the psalmist is that this journey toward the true 

happiness of being forgiven begins with confession.  



II.  So given the seriousness of the topic, it’s not surprising that there are 

some huge theological truths present in Psalm 32.  We could be here all 

day talking about them and trying to figure them out.  As I have been 

pondering Psalm 32, what I’m finding is a bunch of stories and images 

that are rattling around in my head and in my spirit.  So rather than be 

here all day, let me just share a few that illustrate some of these great 

truths of this prayer of confession that is Psalm 32. 

A.  The first story is one that comes from elsewhere in the Bible, actually 

from the beginning of the Bible, so it’s a pretty good place to start.   

1.  Does everyone remember the story of Adam and Eve? 

2. Or more specifically, what they got up to in the garden? 

a)  They were told not to eat of the fruit of the tree in the middle of 

the garden. 

b) And what’s the first thing they do (thanks to the urging of the 

snake)?  They eat the fruit from the tree in the middle of the 

garden.  

c) Some call that the “original sin”.  The first sin of all time.  

d) And what do they do next?  They hide behind a bush.  Like our 

kids when they know they’ve done something wrong and don’t 

want to pay the price, they hide.   

3. So how interesting it is that after the first sin of all time, the 

reaction is to hide.   

4. You think that might be a comment on the human condition? 

5. That so often when we sin, our first inclination is to hide it from 

other people, from ourselves, or even from God?  (Which is what 

Adam and Eve were doing, since there weren’t any other people 

around at that point). 

6. The story of Adam and Eve reinforces a number of messages in 

Psalm 32. 

a)  Beginning with the fact that both of these passages are clear on 

the point that we all sin.  There is no hint in either Genesis or 

Psalm 32 that any of us are perfect.  They make it clear that 

there are things that we all do for which we need confess.  To 

think otherwise is to hide behind the bush of denial.   

b) And then the other point clear in both is that try as we might, 

we can’t hide our sin from God. 

1) We might hide it from other people, we might even hide it 

from ourselves, hiding as we do so often behind the bush of 

rationalization. 



2) And yet in the end, both Adam and Eve and the psalmist 

come to the conclusion from first-hand experience, that you 

can’t hide your sin from God.   

3) And the Psalmist goes into great detail how painful it was 

for him when he tried to deny that reality.  “When I refused 

to confess my sin, my body wasted away, and I groaned all 

day long.” 

4) Wow!  What a definition of what guilt can do, right?  It was 

literally eating him away.   

B.  The second story is the story of St. Augustine.   

1.  He was one of the so-called “early fathers of the church” (from the 

third century) and you can still read the volumes and volumes that 

he wrote about God and the church. 

2. What makes St. Augustine a little different from many of the other 

earliest saints of the church was that up until his early adult years, 

he lived a pretty wild life.  His most famous quote from that part of 

his life is when he supposedly prayed, “O God, give me chastity—

but not yet!”   

3. Which sort of gives you an idea that he kind of enjoyed living a 

loose life at that point.   

4. We don’t know exactly what happened in his life, but whatever it 

was, he had a major conversion experience about midway through 

his adult years and went on to become the saint that he is know 

known to be.   

5. Here is where Psalm 32 comes into his story—He said later in life, 

that Psalm 32 was his favorite Psalm.  He read it frequently, and by 

the end, it got to the point that before he died, he had the words to 

it inscribed on the wall next to his bed. 

6. You get the idea that maybe he was one who understood both the 

necessity and the power of confession as a way to turn your life 

around?  

C.  Fast forward now a couple of thousand years for the next story. 

1.  South Africa in the 1990’s:  At that point Apartheid—

government-sanctioned institutional racism had just been 

overthrown. 

2. In 1995, led by Bishop Desmond Tutu, the new government set up 

what was called the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 

3. It was perhaps the first and only time in history that a government-

sponsored commission had the expressed function to allow people 

to confess their sins publicly and then to forgive them.   



4. It’s pretty clear that Bishop Tutu understood some things about 

confession, at least in that public kind of setting.   

a)  First of all, he knew that offering a blanket pardon to all 

wrongdoers would not work—it would allow them to get off 

too easily, and to too easily go back to their previous racist 

practices.   Because racism had been such a part of so many 

people’s way of life and had been there for so long, he knew 

that individual confession was necessary.  

b) And by making it a public act of confession, he also knew that 

those who came forward would be the ones who really wanted 

to change.  Confessing to God in private is one thing, 

confessing to those you have wronged sometimes takes it to a 

whole different level.  As I’m sure many of us have 

experienced, that can be a lot tougher sometimes.    

c)  The only way to move forward as a country was through those 

initial acts of confession.   

5.  Psalm 32 isn’t necessarily talking about public confession, but the 

truth is, there are times when we owe it most to those we have hurt, 

and through confession comes perhaps the only way to move ahead 

in our relationships not just with God but also with other people.  

D.  The next isn’t a story, but an image.  

1.  This one I came across in Peter Craigie’s excellent commentary 

on the Psalms that I’ve been reading in preparation for leading the 

Tuesday morning Bible study on our journey through the Psalms.  

2. Writing about Psalm 32, he says that once you read it, you might 

begin to see confession as being like water released by a dam.    

(show video) 

3.  As you read Psalm 32, can’t you almost see those first few verses, 

where the Psalmist is agonizing over his sins when he tries to keep 

them in as being like the water pressure building up behind the 

dam?   Guilt can be like that, can’t it? 

4. And then when he finally gets up his courage and confesses to 

God, it’s kind of like the water being released and the pressure 

being relieved. 

5. And we can sense the Psalmist’s  relief when he finally gets up the 

courage to confess—“You forgave me!  All my guilt is gone!”  

You can almost feel the pressure being released.   

6. So the next time you are feeling the pressure that comes from a 

need to confess something, remember that image! 



E.  Finally there is another Bible story—actually the gospel lesson for 

today.   

1.  It’s such a familiar story to most of us I figured we didn’t even 

need to read it.   

2. It’s the story of the prodigal son.   

3. Even though I’m not going to read the whole thing this morning, 

watch and listen to this updated, perhaps more personal version. 

(show video) 

4. The point is, the prodigal son story, like Psalm 32, is our story. 

5. There are times when we all have our prodigal moments, and so 

there are times when we all need the repentance that begins with 

our confession.  

6. In the story of the prodigal son, it’s been said that the most 

important two words of the whole story are “he returned”. 

7. It wasn’t until “he returned”, until he headed back home, that the 

story changed.  

8. And you might remember upon returning home, before the party, 

he confessed to his father—telling him all that he had done to 

waste the inheritance.  

9. If we learn nothing else from this story, it might be that we need 

not be afraid to return home and to confess our sins to our father.   

10. For we have a father who is always at the door, just waiting to run 

out and welcome us home.  And you never know, he may just 

throw us a party, too.   

11. I remember a final story told by Fred Craddock about the time he 

preached about the prodigal son story. There was a curmudgeonly 

old retired judge in his congregation who greeted him at the back 

door of the sanctuary at the end of the service and they had a 

conversation that went something like this:    

Judge:  “I really didn’t care much for that, frankly” 

Fred:  “Why?” 

Judge:  “Well, I guess it’s not your sermon, I just don’t like that 

story.” 

Fred:  “What is it that you don’t like about it?” 

Judge:  It’s not morally responsible.” 

Fred:  “What do you mean by that?” 

Judge:  “Forgiving that boy.” 

Fred:  “What would you have done?” 

Judge:  “I think when he came home he should’ve been 

arrested.” 



Fred:  “What would you have given the prodigal son? 

Judge:  “Six years.” 

III.  Conclusion 

A.  I share that story with you because the fact is, there may be times that 

we are hesitant to return home and confess what we’ve done because 

we operate on the mistaken assumption that we have a father like that. 

B. But the good news of both Psalm 32 and the prodigal son story and all 

of these other stories is that we have a father who isn’t like that.   

C. We really do have a father who is just waiting for us to return home so 

he can throw a party. 

D. We have a God who promises in Psalm 32 to “guide us along the best 

pathways for our lives.”    

E. And sometimes what it takes to begin that journey along that pathway 

is to confess to God and to those we’ve hurt--whatever it might be.   

F. Sometimes until we make that first step, the guilt and the pressure 

within us makes it hard to let God guide us the rest of the way down 

the path.  

G. Last week when we shared the historic prayer of confession during the 

communion service, it ended with the words, “In the name of Jesus 

Christ, you are forgiven.”   

H. In the end, that is also the message of the great prayer of confession 

that is Psalm 32. 

I. May God guide us on the best pathways of our lives as those who 

have been forgiven in the name of Jesus Christ.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

    

 

 

 


