
Homiletics Analysis: Psalms 38 
 

Content & Intent 

This Text — Content 

Psalm 38 is a Davidic penitential lament — one of the seven traditional penitential psalms 
of the church — in which the psalmist moves through three intertwined realities: the 
crushing weight of divine discipline under sin, the physical and relational devastation that 
accompanies it, and the desperate cry for God’s help as enemies close in and friends 
abandon him. The psalm opens with a plea that God’s wrath not consume him (vv. 1–2), 
then catalogs in graphic physical terms the consequences of his sin bearing down on his 
body (vv. 3–8). He acknowledges that God sees everything — his groaning, his longing, his 
heartbeat (vv. 9–10) — even as those closest to him keep their distance and those who 
seek his harm press their advantage (vv. 11–12). The psalmist describes himself as deaf 
and mute before his accusers (vv. 13–14), not because he cannot respond, but because he 
places his hope entirely in the LORD to answer for him (vv. 15–16). He then confesses his 
iniquity plainly, acknowledges his own foolishness as the root of his trouble, and reaffirms 
the abandonment of those who repay good with evil (vv. 17–20). The psalm closes with a 
doubled cry for nearness, urgency, and rescue (vv. 21–22). 

The psalm’s movement is not linear resolution — it does not arrive at praise. It ends in 
petition. The structure is itself theologically significant: the psalmist models honest, 
unresolved suffering held within the frame of unbroken address to God. He does not stop 
praying. He does not stop confessing. He does not stop hoping. But he does not 
manufacture a peace he does not yet have. 

This Text — Intent 

God is using this psalm to give His people a vocabulary and a posture for the experience of 
suffering that is entangled with sin — the particular anguish of affliction that the sufferer 
knows, at some level, is not entirely disconnected from his own failure. The intent is not to 
generate despair but to sanction honest, sustained, confessional address to God in the 
darkest of circumstances. God is calling the reader to bring the whole of their broken 
condition — body, relationships, guilt, fear, abandonment — into his presence rather than 
managing it elsewhere. The psalm also corrects two common flight paths: the path toward 
self-justification (the suffering is not my fault) and the path toward self-condemnation (I 
deserve nothing, I should not pray). Both are refused. The psalmist confesses sin and still 
cries out. The intent is to produce exactly that combination in the reader: honest 
ownership of guilt and undiminished confidence in God’s willingness to hear. 

 



Subject Sentence: A sufferer overwhelmed by sin-entangled affliction cries out to the God 
who alone can answer. 

 

Primary Claim: God invites His people to bring the full weight of sin-laden suffering — guilt, 
physical anguish, relational abandonment, and fear — directly to Him in sustained, honest 
prayer, refusing both self-justification and silent despair. 

 

Interpretive Evaluation 

The relationship between suffering and sin 

The most significant interpretive question in Psalm 38 is how to understand the connection 
between the psalmist’s sin and his suffering. The psalm explicitly links them — “there is no 
soundness in my flesh because of your indignation; there is no health in my bones because 
of my sin” (v. 3) — and this creates a genuine hermeneutical fork. 

A popular evangelical reading flattens this into a general principle: suffering always or 
usually indicates sin, and confession is the remedy for physical affliction. This reading 
must be refuted. The psalm does not teach a mechanical sin-suffering calculus. The wider 
canon actively resists it — Job’s suffering is explicitly not punitive, John 9 explicitly denies 
that the man’s blindness resulted from his sin, and even within the Psalter, psalms of 
innocent suffering (Psalm 22, Psalm 44) stand alongside penitential ones. Psalm 38 
teaches that this sufferer, in this moment, is experiencing affliction that is genuinely 
connected to his sin. It does not teach that all suffering is. 

A Lutheran reading will read the psalm primarily through the Law/Gospel lens: the opening 
verses function as pure Law — crushing the self-righteous sinner — and the cry for rescue 
functions as the flight to Gospel. This reading acknowledges a genuine insight: the psalm 
does display the Law’s crushing function, and the cries of vv. 21–22 do model the flight 
from condemnation to grace. However, the Lutheran reading can underweight the 
confessional element — the psalmist is not merely crushed but actively confessing (“I 
confess my iniquity; I am sorry for my sin,” v. 18). The psalm is not just being struck down 
by the Law; it is modeling the posture of genuine repentance, which is more than Law-flight. 

A Charismatic or healing-theology reading may locate the physical afflictions of vv. 3–8 as 
indicators of spiritual attack, and the psalm as a model of spiritual warfare prayer. This 
reading must be qualified. The psalm does name enemies (vv. 12, 19–20), but the 
psalmist’s most fundamental problem is not demonic opposition — it is his own sin and 
God’s righteous response to it. The spiritual warfare framing imports a structure the text 
resists. 

The Reformed reading holds the tension the text itself maintains: the psalmist’s suffering 
is genuinely connected to his sin, God’s discipline is genuinely at work, genuine 



repentance is genuinely required, and the door of prayer remains genuinely open 
throughout. The psalm models what Hebrews 12:5–11 will later articulate as the Father’s 
disciplining love — painful, purposeful, and not grounds for despair. The psalmist’s 
confidence that God hears (v. 9, “my longing is before you; my sighing is not hidden from 
you”) grounds the entire cry for rescue. God has not abandoned him; He sees him. That is 
enough to keep praying. 

 

Key Canonical Support 
• Hebrews 12:5–11 — Frames divine discipline as the Father’s love for His children, 

not rejection; provides the New Testament theological grounding for Psalm 38’s 
experience of God’s correcting hand without despair. 

• 2 Samuel 12:13–23 — David after Nathan’s confrontation: confession, divine 
forgiveness, continued intercession, and acceptance of consequence; a narrative 
parallel to the posture Psalm 38 models in lyric form. 

• Romans 8:26–27 — The Spirit intercedes for believers with groanings too deep for 
words; Psalm 38’s repeated description of groaning (vv. 8–9) finds its New 
Testament anchor in the Spirit’s advocacy on behalf of those who cannot articulate 
their own need. 

• Lamentations 3:1–33 — Extended meditation on affliction under God’s hand that 
holds together honest suffering and unshaken hope (“the steadfast love of the 
LORD never ceases”); canonical companion to the lament-without-resolution 
posture of Psalm 38. 

• James 5:13–16 — Direct New Testament call to prayer in suffering and confession 
of sin among believers; the communal application of the personal posture Psalm 38 
models. 

 

Aim: To lead the reader into the honest, confessional, unrelenting prayer that Psalm 38 
models — neither minimizing sin nor abandoning hope — and to demonstrate that God 
meets the suffering penitent precisely in sustained address, not in resolved circumstances. 

 

Content Table 
Verse(s) Content Notes 
1 Opening plea: do not rebuke 

in anger or chasten in wrath 
Sets the frame — this is 
addressed directly to God 
throughout; cf. Ps. 6:1 



Verse(s) Content Notes 
(nearly identical opening) 

2 God’s arrows have struck; 
His hand has come down 

Military/judicial metaphor; 
discipline framed as God’s 
active doing 

3 No soundness in flesh; no 
health in bones — because 
of indignation and sin 

Explicit sin-suffering link; 
physical devastation named 

4 Iniquities overwhelm like a 
burden too heavy to bear 

Guilt as weight imagery; 
carries through to v. 18 

5 Wounds fester and are 
loathsome because of 
foolishness 

“Foolishness” 
(Hebrew: ’iwwelet) — moral 
failure, not intellectual error 

6 Bowed down, mourning all 
day long 

Posture of grief; sustained 
not momentary 

7 Loins filled with burning; no 
soundness in flesh 

Physical symptoms — 
possibly fever, 
inflammation; repeated “no 
soundness” from v. 3 

8 Feeble and crushed; 
groaning because of heart’s 
tumult 

Total collapse — physical, 
emotional, volitional 

9 Lord knows all his longing; 
his sighing is not hidden 

Pivot — God sees fully; this 
is the ground of prayer 

10 Heart throbs; strength fails; 
light of eyes gone 

Life-force depleted; on the 
edge of death 

11 Loved ones and friends 
stand aloof; kinsmen stand 
far off 

Relational abandonment at 
the moment of greatest 
need 

12 Those who seek his life lay 
snares; those who seek his 
hurt speak of ruin 

External enemies press their 
advantage in his weakness 

13–14 Like the deaf and mute — 
does not hear, does not 
answer 

Deliberate silence before 
accusers; not inability but 
chosen posture 

15 “But for you, O LORD, do I 
wait; it is you, O Lord my 
God, who will answer” 

The hinge of the psalm — 
sole hope stated explicitly 

16 Lest enemies exult; do not 
let them magnify themselves 

Motivation for rescue: God’s 
honor and the enemy’s 



Verse(s) Content Notes 
gloating 

17 Ready to fall; pain is ever 
before him 

Unrelieved suffering; no 
false resolution 

18 Confesses iniquity; is sorry 
for sin 

Explicit, plain confession — 
this is not a psalm of 
innocence 

19 Enemies are vigorous and 
many; those who hate 
without reason are many 

Contrast: his weakness, 
their strength 

20 Those who repay evil for 
good oppose him because 
he pursues good 

Moral irony — his pursuance 
of good intensifies their 
opposition 

21 “Do not forsake me, O 
LORD! O my God, be not far 
from me!” 

First cry for nearness — 
“forsake” echoes 
abandonment of v. 11 

22 “Make haste to help me, O 
Lord, my salvation!” 

Final cry — urgency; 
“salvation” is the last word; 
God named as the sole 
rescuer 

 

Divisions Table 
Division Verses Label 
1 1–2 The Opening Plea: Receive 

My Cry, Not Your Wrath 
2 3–8 The Body’s Testimony: Sin’s 

Weight Made Flesh 
3 9–10 The Anchor: God Sees What 

No One Else Sees 
4 11–12 The Desolation: Abandoned 

by the Near, Pressed by the 
Hostile 

5 13–16 The Chosen Silence and the 
Singular Hope 

6 17–20 The Plain Confession and 
the Moral Inversion 

7 21–22 The Doubled Cry: Come 
Near; Come Quickly 

 



Subject Sentence & Primary Claim (restated) 

Subject Sentence: A sufferer overwhelmed by sin-entangled affliction cries out to the God 
who alone can answer. 

Primary Claim: God invites His people to bring the full weight of sin-laden suffering — guilt, 
physical anguish, relational abandonment, and fear — directly to Him in sustained, honest 
prayer, refusing both self-justification and silent despair. 

 

Applications (Five) 

1. When your suffering and your sin are genuinely entangled, name both — do not 
choose between confession and petition. (Mind/Belief) 

The psalmist models a posture the contemporary church often splits apart: we are 
comfortable with either suffering saints who petition boldly or broken sinners who confess 
quietly, but not with both at once. Psalm 38 refuses the split. The same breath that 
confesses “I am sorry for my sin” (v. 18) cries “make haste to help me, O Lord, my 
salvation!” (v. 22). The reader who is in a season where their own choices have contributed 
to their pain needs to know that confession does not disqualify petition — it is the proper 
form petition takes when sin is present. Bring both to God. Name the sin. Then ask for 
rescue. These are not competing movements; they are the same movement. 

2. Resist the pressure to manufacture peace before you have earned the right to it. 
(Affections/Worship) 

Psalm 38 ends in petition, not praise. God did not require David to round the corner into 
resolution before He would receive the prayer. The contemporary tendency — in both 
private piety and public worship — is to rush grief toward resolution, to find the doxological 
note and land there, to perform spiritual resilience rather than inhabit honest suffering. The 
psalm gives permission to stop at the cry. It is not a failure of faith to close a prayer the way 
this psalm closes: “make haste to help me.” The worship God receives here is not polished 
— it is urgent, raw, and unresolved. That is not a lesser form of prayer. For some seasons, it 
is the only honest one. 

3. Locate your hope in God’s knowledge of your condition, not in your ability to 
articulate it. (Mind/Belief) 

Verse 9 is the pivot on which the whole psalm turns: “my longing is before you; my sighing 
is not hidden from you.” The psalmist cannot explain himself to his enemies (vv. 13–14) 
and cannot produce his own rescue (v. 17). But he does not need to. God already sees. The 
theological ground for persisting in prayer when you have no words, no strength, and no 
visible movement is not your eloquence or your endurance — it is the fact that God’s 
knowledge of your condition is already complete. You are not informing Him. You are 



addressing Him. That is enough. The person who feels they cannot pray coherently enough, 
or whose situation is too complicated to explain, is precisely the person this verse is for. 

4. Do not be surprised when weakness attracts abandonment — and do not let it 
silence your prayer. (Affections/Worship) 

Verses 11–12 describe with brutal clarity what the psalmist’s suffering does to his social 
world: those who love him stand aloof; those who hate him press in. This is not incidental 
detail — it is a recurring feature of suffering that the sufferer’s isolation intensifies 
precisely when it is most dangerous. The psalm names it without flinching and without 
resolving it. The application is not “others will eventually come around” but rather: when 
your suffering costs you relationships and emboldens your enemies, the call is not to 
pursue better earthly advocates — it is to address the One who does not stand aloof (v. 9). 
The relational abandonment described in vv. 11–12 makes vv. 21–22 more urgent, not less 
possible. 

5. Use the psalm’s structure as a template when you cannot find your own words — 
bring your groaning to God in God’s own language. (Will/Behavior) 

One of the most concrete gifts of the Psalter is that it offers a vocabulary for prayer when 
personal vocabulary fails. Psalm 38 is extraordinarily specific about the experience it 
names: festering wounds, burning loins, a throbbing heart, a failing body, silent isolation, 
encircling enemies, unrelieved pain. For the person in a season of sin-entangled suffering, 
the practical application is liturgical: pray this psalm. Read it aloud. Use its words until you 
have words of your own. The Reformed tradition’s practice of praying the psalms is not a 
liturgical formality — it is a pastoral tool. The Spirit who inspired this text knows how to use 
it to intercede for exactly the condition it describes (Romans 8:26–27). 

 

Theological Importance 

Theological Importance: Psalm 38 teaches that God is not only sovereign over suffering 
that comes from outside us but over suffering that is genuinely entangled with our own sin 
— and that His sovereignty in both cases is the sovereignty of a God who sees, who hears, 
and who saves. The psalm demonstrates that genuine repentance and genuine petition are 
not competing postures but a single integrated response to the God of both law and grace. 
It also establishes that God’s people may experience divine discipline in forms that are 
physically, emotionally, and relationally devastating — and that such experience does not 
indicate divine abandonment but rather the Father’s active, costly engagement with His 
child’s sin. Finally, the psalm demonstrates that God can receive worship in the form of 
unresolved cries — that there is no required resolution prior to His audience. The door is 
open at the beginning of verse 1 and it is still open at the end of verse 22. 

 



Reformed Theological Significance 

Reformed Theological Significance: Psalm 38 powerfully corroborates the Reformed 
understanding of the Christian life as a life of semper reformanda — always being reformed, 
always being sanctified, always being brought by the Spirit into deeper honesty about sin 
and deeper dependence on grace. The psalm resists both perfectionism (which would 
deny that believers suffer under their own sin) and antinomianism (which would deny that 
sin has real, painful consequences even for the forgiven). The Reformed doctrine of 
perseverance is not comfort in the sense of ease but in the sense of continuity: the 
psalmist who will not stop praying, will not self-justify, will not abandon hope, and will not 
manufacture peace he does not have is displaying perseverance — not triumphalism. The 
psalm’s structure also reinforces the Reformed insistence that God’s Word is given as a 
means of grace: the Psalter is not merely descriptive of prayer, it is prescriptive and 
enabling of it. To give God’s people this psalm is to give them a grace-instrument for the 
hardest hours of the disciplined life. 

 

Main Takeaway 

When your suffering and your sin are bound up together — when you cannot fully claim 
innocence and you cannot fully explain your pain — God is not waiting for you to sort it out 
before He will hear you. He already sees everything (v. 9). Confess plainly, cry urgently, 
refuse to stop praying. The door that opens in verse 1 is the same door that is still open in 
verse 22, and the God who is addressed at the beginning is the same God named “my 
salvation” at the end. 

 

Preaching/Teaching Pitfalls 
• Treating Psalm 38 as a universal sin-suffering equation. The psalm does not 

teach that all suffering is the result of personal sin, or that healing is guaranteed 
upon confession. It teaches that this sufferer, in this crisis, is experiencing 
discipline connected to sin, and models the right response. The preacher must be 
clear that Job, Psalm 22, and John 9 stand alongside this psalm in the canon — 
suffering has many shapes and the Psalter holds them all. Collapsing Psalm 38 into 
a general principle produces a profoundly pastoral harm to congregants who are 
suffering innocently. 

• Rushing past the unresolved ending. The psalm ends in petition, not praise. It 
would be a homiletical error to supply a resolution the text does not provide — to 
end the sermon on “and God did rescue him” or to leap immediately to a 
resurrection/gospel note that papers over the honest incompleteness. The 
unresolved ending is part of the psalm’s teaching. God is given and received in the 



cry itself, not only in the answer to it. Preachers who cannot leave a sermon in 
petition have not fully inhabited this psalm. 

• Splitting confession and petition into sequential stages. Some teaching will 
frame the psalm as “first confess your sin, then you can ask for help” — as if 
confession unlocks petition. The psalm does not support this sequencing. Petition 
and confession are woven together throughout. The practical implication is 
significant: the suffering person does not need to achieve a sufficient level of 
repentance before they are eligible to cry out to God. They cry out as they confess. 
The door is not conditional. 

• Spiritualizing the physical detail. The physical descriptions in vv. 3–10 are graphic, 
specific, and deliberately embodied. They resist purely metaphorical reading. The 
psalm is making a theological claim through embodied language: sin and suffering 
are not merely spiritual categories — they touch the body, and God receives the 
body’s testimony in prayer. Preaching that abstracts these descriptions too quickly 
loses the psalm’s pastoral concreteness for the congregant whose suffering is 
specifically physical and whose body is involved in their affliction. 

• Underreading the social dimension. Verses 11–12 and 19–20 describe relational 
abandonment and social opposition in detail that deserves full treatment. The 
person whose suffering has cost them relationships — who has been left by those 
who should have stayed — needs to hear that this experience has canonical 
address. The preacher who skips to the theological resolution misses a significant 
portion of the psalm’s pastoral reach. 

• Moralistic application of verse 15. “But for you, O LORD, do I wait” is sometimes 
preached as a call to passive, stoic patience — a general virtue of waiting on God. 
The verse does not carry that weight in context. It is a specific statement of sole-
hope in the face of accusation: the psalmist is silent before his enemies because he 
has placed his case entirely in God’s hands. It is not quietism; it is a forensic 
transfer of his defense to the only advocate who can win it. Application should 
reflect that sharpness. 
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