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Abstract 
Much recent Christian theology has sought to reconsider the significance of the body in 
theological reflection. At the same time, a number of areas of suffering traditionally 
associated with the experience of sin have come to be reinterpreted, for good reasons, as 
medical disorders without moral valence. The result is that the doctrine of sin has become 
increasingly dissociated from the body in contemporary theology. This article addresses this 
dissociation by exploring the difficulty posed to interpreters by the correlation in Psalms 32 
and 38 between unforgiven sin and bodily suffering and dysfunction. After showing that this 
correlation has been a source of significant difficulties for modern interpreters, the essay 
concludes by examining the potential of an Augustinian reading of these Psalms in terms of 
the relationship between mortality and original sin. 
 
Article 
This article examines two scriptural texts that have generated significant challenges for 
modern theological interpreters: Psalm 32 and Psalm 38. Both psalms seem to express the 
conviction that physical ailments suffered by the psalmist are or were divinely imposed 
chastisements for unforgiven sin before God. Although a connection between sin and illness 
is a relatively common trope in the Psalms,1 the connection is particularly explicit in Psalms 
32 and 38, and it is in relation to these psalms that the interpretive challenge these psalms 
pose for the modern reader has tended to come most directly to the fore.  

The challenge is the fact that as medical and psychiatric science have advanced, 
significant moral and theological pressure has been put any idea of a close linkage between 
illness and sin or between healing and forgiveness. Taken at face value, these psalms appear 
to interpret in personal and moral terms conditions that we now generally understand to be 
impersonal medical events and biological conditions. In this they seem to open the door to 
viewing physical sufferings and dysfunctions as divinely imposed consequences of personal 
moral failings, and thence to deeply problematic practices of blaming victims for their own 
illnesses. Faced with this problem, interpreters over the past fifty years have adopted a range 
of strategies for dealing with these texts. These tend to explain away any theological 
connection between illness and morality, or else to dismiss this dimension of the texts as 
products of an obsolete cultural and religious past. 

In this essay I will argue that modern hermeneutical strategies for downplaying the 
relationship between sin and bodily experience in Psalms 32 and 38 have become less 
persuasive in recent years due to new developments in the field of Christian theology. The 
result is that fresh readings of the relationship between sin, suffering, and the body are now 
called for, despite the significant challenges involved in developing such readings. Before 

 
1 See Ps 6:1-3; Ps 39:8-11; Ps 41:4; Ps 103:3; Ps 107:17-20; cf. Isa 33:24. 
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turning to the psalms in question, it is necessary to give a brief overview of these changes 
within the theological landscape, and to explain why they are significant for the present 
inquiry. 
 
Theology and the Body 
Much of the most interesting theological writing in the past two decades has sought to push 
back against modern theology’s tendency to take inadequate account of the fact that human 
beings are creatures with physical bodies. Too often, is it argued, theology has taken for 
granted a fundamental disconnection between mind and body and between body and soul. 
These dualisms have been traced to a number of different figures and moments: to the 
Enlightenment and its alleged Cartesian legacy of mind-body dualism, to John Duns Scotus 
and his metaphysical univocalism, to sixteenth century Protestantism with its ‘nominalist’ 
doctrine of justification by faith alone, and to Karl Barth, who in his ferocious rejection of 
natural theology risked evacuating God from the world, and from the bodies in it, entirely. 

Regardless of which narrative is emphasized, there has been wide agreement in recent 
Christian thought that the theological significance of the material body needs to be recovered, 
and with it a sense of God’s activity in the world in and through natural processes. As 
Kathryn Tanner puts it, we need to retrieve a sense that ‘the Spirit does not begin to work 
where ordinary sorts of human operation come to an end,’ but rather ‘works through the 
whole of . . . ordinary human operations.’ Tanner speaks for many in arguing that the ‘fully 
human character of religious processes,’ is in fact perfectly compatible with belief that the 
Holy Spirit is still directly and meaningfully involved in such processes, ‘in and under the 
human.’2 Gerald McKenny, similarly, has observed that the central problem for 
contemporary theological ethics has become that of finding coherent ways to preserve the 
integrity of ‘creaturely capacities’, including bodily capacities, without falling into a 
materialistic reductionism.3  

Building on this reparative impulse, a concern to take the body and its location in the 
material world seriously has been a major theme in recent anglophone theology. We see it, 
for example, in Sarah Coakley’s conception of what she calls ‘theologie totale,’ which 
incorporates contemplative practice into the  heart of theological method and deploys bodily 
desire as one of its core categories.4 We also see it in Graham Ward’s ‘engaged systematics,’ 
which draws on the incarnation to attend to ‘the operations of redemption in and through the 
materialities of our embodiment and cultures.’5 We see it in Willie Jennings’ identification of 
a hidden, body-denying Docetism in the failure of ‘traditioned theological reasoning’ to 
discern ‘its new spatial situation’ in the context of imperialism and colonialism.6 And we see 
it in the arguments, advanced by Marcella Althaus-Reid and Linn Tonstad amongst others, 
for the importance of recognizing theological knowledge-production as an irreducibly 

 
2 Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 274, 276, 298. 
3 Gerald McKenny, “Karl Barth and the Plight of Protestant Ethics,” in The Freedom of a Christian Ethicist: 
The Future of a Reformation Legacy (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016), 20. 
4 Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay ‘On the Trinity’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013), 33-60. 
5 Graham Ward, How the Light Gets In: Ethical Life I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), ix. 
6 Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2010), 112-113. 
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‘bodied practice.’7 For all of these thinkers – and many more could be listed – old ways of 
doing theology need to be revised and new methods that attend to embodiment and 
materiality need to be deployed. 

One important implication of this movement to recognize and retrieve the significance 
of embodiment for Christian theology is soteriological. If the work of the Spirit in the world 
takes place not in a purported realm of pure spirit where souls operate in isolation from 
bodies, but rather works ‘in and under the human’ and ‘through the whole of . . . ordinary 
human operations,’ it follows that we must no longer be satisfied with accounts of salvation 
as something that takes place in abstraction from our experiences as biological and material 
creatures in the world. It suggests instead that a compelling account of the operation of grace 
in salvation and sanctification will pay attention to the workings of grace in and through 
bodily realities and other aspects of our material embeddedness, even as such workings do 
not reduce to their material dimensions. 

It is in this context that I have argued in recent work for the theological significance of 
affect and emotion. As I have shown elsewhere, theological descriptions of the operations of 
grace are very often mapped, both in Scripture and in later Christian traditions, onto affective 
and desiderative changes in the Christian.8  To receive the Spirit and become a Christian is in 
significant part to be caught up in a transformation of feeling and desire – to be consoled in 
fears and anxieties, to feel liberated from various forms of bondage, to be filled with joy and 
peace and love for others, and so on.9 Related to this is the long theological tradition, building 
on the equivalences Jesus draws in the Sermon on the Mount between anger and murder and 
between lust and adultery, of understanding sin, in particular, as something that operates very 
substantially at the level of intention and affect rather than merely at the level of action. As I 
argue in The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, both sin and salvation are not and never 
have been matters merely of soul and spirit, isolated from bodies and worked out before God 
in foro divino. Grace is always also something that is experienced, and Christian soteriologies 
become compelling to us largely insofar as they successfully engage our emotions and 
desires.10 

What is significant about this for present purposes is the fact that once theological 
topics such as sin, salvation, and sanctification have been mapped onto patterns of affective 
experience and transformations of desire, they have simultaneously been mapped onto 
bodies. This is because it is not really possible to think of human experiences of affects, 
emotions, and desires as divorced from the biological materiality of bodies. To talk about 
human feeling is always at the same time to be talking about something connected to 

 
7 Linn Marie Tonstad, Queer Theology: Beyond Apologetics (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2018), 74-75; 
Marcella Althaus-Reid, “Queer I Stand: Lifting the Skirts of God,” in The Sexual Theologian: Essays on Sex, 
God and Politics, ed. Marcella Althaus-Reid and Lisa Isherwood (London: T&T Clark International, 2004). 
8 See Simeon Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, in press, 
forthcoming 2020), chapters 2-5; and Simeon Zahl, “The Bondage of the Affections: Willing, Feeling, and 
Desiring in Luther’s Theology, 1513-25,” in The Spirit, Affectivity, and the Christian Tradition, ed. Dale 
Coulter and Amos Yong (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2016), 234-252. 
9 The classic scriptural texts here, which stand behind a long Augustinian tradition of understanding Christian 
life first and foremost a matter of desire and its transformation, are Galatians 5:16-26 and Romans 5:5. 
10 For analyses of the irreducibility of affective and desiderative dimensions of the workings of grace in 
Augustine, Didymus the Blind, Maximus the Confessor, Philip Melanchthon, and Martin Luther, see Zahl, The 
Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, chapters 3-5. 
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physiology and neurology – to hormones and serotonin and blood sugar levels. And this 
includes the feelings associated with Christian religious life, like love for God and neighbor, 
fear of death, joy over salvation, or delight in God’s good creation. Even a figure like 
Maximus, who wants ultimately to be able to talk about eternal desire for God and eternal joy 
in God in an eschatological state beyond our current physical bodies, is very clear that the 
process has to start here and now, in the realm of physicality and materiality.11 Building on 
these insights, it follows that theologians now have very good reason to be thinking about the 
theological and moral valence of embodied human experience, and to be suspicious of 
accounts of themes like salvation or sanctification that do not engage with embodiment. 

But it is here that we run into the problem that lies at the heart of this article. The 
difficulty is the fact that, in the twenty-first century developed world, human beings already 
possess a very powerful narrative and semantic framework for understanding the sorts of 
things that happen in and to our bodies: that of biology and medicine. This framework 
appears to operate in competition with religious accounts of dimensions of bodily experience 
related to salvation and sanctification. For example, when we reflect today on how human 
beings often fear death, or feel anxiety about the prospect of being judged, we no longer 
appear to need a theological account of such fears and anxieties to make good sense of them. 
From a biological perspective, fear of death is a natural human response to a natural human 
phenomenon, and can be described perfectly well in terms of physiological and psychological 
responses in the body that have evolved for adaptive purposes.12 Likewise, traditionally 
religious anxieties about judgment and being found unworthy can be made sense of as social-
psychological phenomena with adaptive functions,13 and when they become particularly 
debilitating they can be addressed through ‘secular’ treatments like anti-anxiety medication 
and mindfulness therapy.  

The consequence is that there appears to be less need to bring religion in to make good 
sense of these experiences of affective plight, and to know what to do about them, than there 
would have been before the development of modern medicine. Biological and medical 
explanations now function, very often, as a totalizing explanatory framework for 
understanding and making sense of what bodies do, feel, and experience, and for knowing 
how to address and treat bodily pathologies. And this explanatory framework appears to 
include within its remit the sorts of affective experiences that were once central to Christian 
theological reflection on sin, salvation, and holiness. The result is that the medical-biological 
framework appears to leave little room for thinking about what happens to bodies in the 
moral and theological terms traditionally indicated by Christian theology. 

To give a concrete example: sixteenth century Lutheran theologian Philip Melanchthon, 
like the rest of the early Protestant Reformers, believed that as human beings go through their 

 
11 See especially Maximus the Confessor, Amb. 7, as well as Paul M. Blowers, “The Dialectics and Therapeutics 
of Desire in Maximus the Confessor,” Vigiliae Christianae 64.4 (2011). 
12 For a recent discussion of death anxiety from a psychological perspective, see Jonathan Jong and Jamin 
Halberdstadt, Death Anxiety and Religious Belief (London: Bloomsbury, 2016). 
13 See Agneta H. Fischer and Antony S.R. Manstead, “Social Functions of Emotion and Emotion Regulation,” 
in Handbook of Emotions, 4th ed., ed. Lisa Feldman Barrett, Michael Lewis, and Jeannette M. Haviland-Jones 
(New York: The Guilford Press, 2016), 424-439. 
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lives, they often experience feelings of ‘genuine terror,’ and ‘end up in despair.’14 He 
describes the ‘anxieties [and] terrors of sin and death,’15 and the way that human beings learn 
the truth about God’s law ‘only in the midst of genuine sorrows and terrors.’16 He quotes 
Psalm 6 to describe these experiences: ‘Be gracious to me Lord, for I am languishing; O Lord 
heal me, for my bones are shaking with terror.’17 And Melanchthon interprets all these 
feelings—these powerful affective experiences of fear and anxiety—as the evidence of God’s 
wrath against sin. In ‘such real terrors,’ as he puts it, the ‘conscience’ experiences ‘the 
horrible and indescribable wrath of God.’18 By contrast, a medical explanation of such fear 
and terrors would seem to have no need of the hypothesis that these experiences are evidence 
of God’s judgment against sin. In their affective sufferings, human beings do not need divine 
forgiveness anymore; what they need is the right medication and good psychotherapy. 
Personal sin is a hypothesis that for many people no longer feels necessary for making sense 
of and responding to experiences of pathology and suffering. 

Bringing the two points I have made together, we see that we are dealing with a kind of 
disciplinary clash. Christian theology in the twenty-first century has finally learned, rightly, 
to think of salvation and holiness as realities that are entangled with bodily experience. But 
once theologians start trying to think theologically about the experiences of bodies, we 
discover that we no longer appear to be needed. The very experiences that might once have 
been plausibly interpreted in light of a moral framework of sin and holiness are already 
subject to powerful alternative and non-religious explanations and therapies. 
 
Interpreting the Sin-Illness Connection in Psalms 32 and 38 
It is against this background that the question of how to interpret Psalm 32 and Psalm 38 
from a theological perspective becomes especially interesting. There are few places in 
Scripture where the relationship between sin and embodied experience is brought up more 
clearly or explicitly than in these psalms. As two of the traditional seven penitential psalms, 
Psalms 32 and 38 have furthermore had an outsize impact in the shaping of Christian prayer 
and piety since the fifth century C.E.19 And yet, one of the core theological insights that 
appears to be expressed in these psalms is a close relationship between sin and physical 
illness, and this has come to be understood by modern interpreters as deeply problematic. The 
contours of the dilemma will become clearer as I turn to examine the interpretive strategies 
deployed in relation to these psalms over the past fifty years. 

I begin with Psalm 32. The first five verses are the key ones for present purposes: 
Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, 
  whose sin is covered.  
 Happy are those to whom the LORD imputes no iniquity, 

 
14 Apology of the Augsburg Confession 4.204 (English: The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. and trans. Robert Kolb and Timothy Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2000), 151). 
15 Apology 12.44 (Book of Concord, 193). 
16 Apology 12.48 (Book of Concord, 195). 
17 Apology 12.31 (Book of Concord, 192). 
18  Apology 12.33-34 (Book of Concord, 192). For a full account of these dynamics in Melanchthon, see Zahl, 
The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, chapter 3. 
19 See Susan Gillingham, Psalms Through the Centuries: Volume One (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2004), 113. 
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  and in whose spirit there is no deceit. 
 While I kept silence, my body wasted away 
  through my groaning all day long.  
 For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; 
  my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.  
 Then I acknowledged my sin to you, 
  and I did not hide my iniquity; 
 I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ 
  and you forgave the guilt of my sin.  

Here we have what appears to be a quite straightforward connection, in the Psalmist’s 
reflection, between sin and bodily suffering. As long as the unnamed sin remained 
unconfessed, it seemed to manifest in terms of physical effects in the body: the body ‘wasted 
away’ and its ‘strength was dried up.’ This is interpreted quite straightforwardly as God’s 
doing: ‘For day and night your hand was heavy upon me.’ And it is implied that once these 
sins were confessed to God, the bodily symptoms disappeared.  

How do modern biblical commentators deal with this material? A large number simply 
acknowledge that a causal connection between guilt before God and physical illness is part of 
the plain meaning of the text, and observe, following von Rad, that this connection represents 
a belief that was widely held in the religious and cultural context in which such psalms 
emerged.20 According to Hossfeld, for example, a key characteristic of Psalm 32 is the way it 
‘reflects on the connections between guilt, sickness, rescue, and forgiveness.’21 The 
psalmist’s ‘sickness has been sent by YHWH,’22 and he appears ‘to have experienced the 
connection between illness and sin, and between healing and forgiveness, in his own body.’23 
Dahood, likewise, describes Psalm 32 as ‘A psalm of thanksgiving for recovery from illness,’ 
and observes that ‘Since disease was believed to be punishment for sin, healing is proof that 
the transgression is forgiven.’24 Barton, in an article on sin and the psalms, acknowledges 
with little further comment that when such psalms were composed, ‘there was thought to be a 
connection between sin and illness,’ and Kraus expands on his earlier his discussion of the 
same theme in Ps 6:1, where he asserts that ‘in the OT the association of guilt and sickness is 
indissoluble.’25 

Importantly, Hossfeld, Dahoud, Barton, and Kraus are all confident that the experience 
that inspired the psalm was fundamentally a medical one. According to this view, in the 
psalm an experience of severe illness has been interpreted, in a manner appropriate to the 
religious and medical assumptions of the day, as a divinely inflicted punishment for sin. 
Some, like Hossfeld, simply stop there, and make no attempt to interpret the meaning of this 

 
20 In his Old Testament Theology, von Rad argues that behind purification rites and rituals in ancient Israel there 
lies ‘an unexpressed though basic presupposition . . . that there was a very close connexion between sin and 
physical disease’ (Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Vol. I: The Theology of Israel’s Historical 
Traditions, trans. D.M.G. Stalker (London: Oliver and Boyd, 1962), 275). 
21 F.-L. Hossfeld and E. Zenger, Die Psalmen I, Die Neue Echter Bibel (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 1993), 201. 
22 Hossfeld and Zenger, Die Psalmen I, 203. 
23 Hossfeld and Zenger, Die Psalmen I, 203. 
24 Mitchell Dahood, The Psalms I: 1-50, The Anchor Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, 1965), 
194. 
25 John Barton, “Sin in the Psalms,” Studies in Christian Ethics 28.1 (2015): 58; Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 1-
59: A Commentary, trans. Hilton C. Oswald (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1988), 161, 372. 
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claim for contemporary interpreters. Dahoud and Barton go only a small step further, 
acknowledging in passing that this and other psalms’ interpretations of illness as divine 
chastisement are likely to be implausible to modern readers. The gulf between the world of 
the psalms and the modern world is communicated through the use of tense: ‘there was 
thought to be a connection between sin and illness;’ ‘disease was believed to be punishment 
for sin.’ 

Peter Craigie takes a very different approach. In Craigie’s view, Psalm 32 is not really 
about illness at all, but about repentance for sin. In this interpretation, the references to the 
body ‘wasting away’ and to the ‘drying up’ of strength are most likely metaphorical. As 
Craigie puts it, through such images ‘the consequences of unrepentant silence are poetically 
evoked in physical terms.’26 In keeping with the long tradition of reading this psalm 
penitentially, Craigie thus understands the core experience that lies behind the psalm’s 
origins to be fundamentally moral and spiritual rather than medical in nature – a guilty 
conscience that needed to repent before God. For Craigie, the psalm does not describe a 
direct causal connection between sin before God, God’s response in the life of the psalmist, 
and life-threatening physical illness. 

Further examples of the strategies biblical commentators deploy to make sense of the 
sin-illness connection in the psalms can be found in commentaries on Psalm 38, which opens 
as follows: 

O LORD, do not rebuke me in your anger, 
  or discipline me in your wrath.  
 For your arrows have sunk into me, 
  and your hand has come down on me. 
 There is no soundness in my flesh 
  because of your indignation; 
 there is no health in my bones 
  because of my sin.  
 For my iniquities have gone over my head; 
  they weigh like a burden too heavy for me. 
My wounds grow foul and fester 

because of my foolishness;  
I am utterly bowed down and prostrate; 

all day long I go around mourning.  
For my loins are filled with burning, 

and there is no soundness in my flesh. 
In Psalm 38, it is arguably clearer that the description of bodily suffering is more than just 
poetic. Here we have ‘burning’ in the ‘loins’ (v. 7), wounds that ‘foul and fester’ (v. 5), and a 
reference to ‘arrows’ (v. 2) that most likely refers directly to disease.27 

 
26 Peter C. Craigie, Psalms 1-50, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 19 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), 266. 
Less likely for Craigie, but still possible, they may also refer to something ‘psychosomatic, a bodily reaction to 
the internally contained conflicts of guilt’ (266). 
27 Numerous commentators point out that arrow imagery of this kind was often used in the ancient world to 
describe bouts of sudden illness. See Hossfeld and Zenger, Die Psalmen I, 243, Fredrick Lindström, Suffering 
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In his major study of the interpretation of illness in complaint psalms like Psalm 38, 
Fredrik Lindström takes yet another approach to the problem of the sin-illness connection. 
Lindström is keen to overturn a scholarly orthodoxy that has taken for granted a causal 
connection between physical suffering and sin in psalms like this one. He argues that 
complaint psalms seem to attribute most of their problems not to divine punishment but to 
enemies, and he makes an elaborate case that scholars have tended to see a lot more 
connection between sin and suffering than is actually present in the Psalter.28 

Against this background, Lindström gives an extended interpretation of Psalm 38.29 His 
claim is a bold one: that the connection between sin and bodily illness expressed in the 
received text is entirely a product of redaction history. According to Lindström, ‘A contextual 
analysis of these verses with a serious consideration of [Psalm 38’s] literary complexity 
makes it extremely doubtful . . . that the causal chain’ between sin and suffering was actually 
present in the psalm as it was originally composed.30 How can this be? According 
Lindström’s interpretation, every reference to sin and guilt in the psalm is the product of a 
later redaction: ‘the original poem … was the object of a thorough revision with the purpose 
of making the poem applicable in a situation of penance.’31 In other words, the original psalm 
described illness only, and it has been revised by a later editorial hand into a penitential 
psalm, creating what to Lindström is a conceptually awkward and rhetorically clumsy 
understanding of physical illness as the divinely caused consequence of sin and guilt. As 
evidence, he provides an extended analysis of the verbal and poetic structure of the psalm, 
which he believes offers clues of this editing process.32  

As a theologian, I confess that I tend to be suspicious of biblical scholarship that tries to 
explain away key counter-evidence for a position through the hypothesis of a putative 
redactor. The fact that the redactions Lindström describes dovetail so precisely with his larger 
thesis in the book does not assuage such concerns. Perhaps most damning of all, however, is 
the fact that the ‘real’ psalm thus unearthed happens to fit very neatly – in stark contrast with 
the received text – with post-Enlightenment assumptions about a strong distinction between 
physical and bodily realities, on the one hand, and moral and spiritual ones, on the other. Add 
to these observations the fact that a causal connection between sin and bodily illness appears 
to be expressed repeatedly elsewhere in the Psalter (Ps 6:1-3; Ps 39:8-11; Ps 41:4; Ps 103:3; 
Ps 107:17-20), and Lindström’s hypothesis about redaction fails to persuade. Indeed, his 
argument’s interest may lie more in its function as evidence of the lengths to which modern 
interpreters will go to avoid having to deal theologically with the account of the relationship 
between sin and illness expressed in texts like Psalm 38.  

In each of the interpretations we have looked at thus far, we see a particular set of 
hermeneutical battle lines: either the ‘real’ issue in these psalms is medical illness, or the 
‘real’ issue is unrepented sin. What it cannot be is what the Psalmist himself seems to think it 

 
and Sin: Interpretations of Illness in the Individual Complaint Psalms (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1994), 
246, and Kraus, Psalms 1-59, p. 411. 
28 Lindström, Suffering and Sin, 3-18.  
29 He does not address Psalm 32 as it is not technically a ‘complaint psalm’. 
30 Lindström, Suffering and Sin, 240 
31 Lindström, Suffering and Sin, 241. 
32 Lindström, Suffering and Sin, 240-244. 



  Horizons in Biblical Theology 

 9 

is: namely, both simultaneously. In other words, all of the above interpreters reject the 
possibility that Psalms 32 and 38 might have emerged out of real experiences of bodily 
dysfunction and illness which nevertheless really were the divinely imposed consequences 
for sin in some sense. Insofar as the psalmist has in the respective cases inferred moral guilt 
as the source of the physical affliction, he is interpreting it in terms that made sense in the 
original context but which can no longer be taken seriously by theological interpreters. 

A few commentators do take steps towards interpretations that take the claims in 
question at face value. Goldingay, for example, argues that Psalm 38’s ‘chief theological 
significance lies in its distinctive linking of sin and suffering.’33 He rightly points out that just 
as there are many texts that make this link, there are other texts in the Old Testament, for 
example in Job as well as elsewhere in the Psalter, that appear to protest against just such a 
link, revealing a more complex picture of the relationship between sin and illness than is 
found in Psalms 32 and 38 alone.34  

Goldingay furthermore reads Psalm 32 as expressing a salutary theological warning 
against modern dualistic assumptions: ‘The psalm testifies to the way soul and body interact. 
When things are wrong inside, they have a way of affecting our bodies.’35 Kraus observes the 
same point, but takes it further: 

[T]his human being [in Psalm 32] is no entity in two parts but one unit in body 
and soul. All the modern speculations about the ‘ancient causality of guilt and 
illness’ are, in spite of everything, questionable in their point of departure 
because they begin with a division of the human being, which then has to be 
restrained again by means of a secondary construction (‘causality’)… But 
wherever the church has prayed Psalm 32 as a penitential song – without 
anthropological constraint of categories – it was introduced to a more profound 
level of the body-soul unity before God.36 

For Kraus, as for Goldingay, the contemporary theological significance of these psalms thus 
lies in significant part in the way they expose just how deeply modern anthropologies are 
shaped by problematically dualistic assumptions about the relationship between the body and 
the soul. 

At this point it would appear that the theological interpreter of these texts has three 
options. One is to ignore the sin-illness connection in these psalms entirely. Here one can 
simply acknowledge that people in the past may have believed in such a connection, while at 
the same time asserting that today, thanks to advances in medical science, we know better. 
For the theological interpreter, however, the matter cannot be this simple. For a theologian, 
this first solution amounts either to a problematic indifference to the idea that these texts are 
in some way theologically authoritative, or else to a form of Marcionism, whereby we simply 
reject as non-revelatory texts which appear to be at odds with the theology we happen to 

 
33 John Goldingay, Psalms: Volume 1: Psalms 1-41, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 550. 
34 Goldingay, Psalms 1, 460. Goldingay also points out Jesus’ denial of such a direct link in the case of the man 
born blind in John 9:3, which he argues stands in complex relation to the implied link in the case of Jesus’ 
healing of the paralytic who has been lowered through the roof (Mark 2:1-12), as well as Paul’s linking of 
illness and moral error in 1 Cor. 11:29-30. See Goldingay, Psalms 1, 460-461. 
35 Goldingay, Psalms 1, 455. 
36 Kraus, Psalms 1-59, 372. 
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hold.37 The history of the Christian churches has shown that the latter is a path strewn with 
dangers. 

The second option for the theological reader is to join interpreters like Craigie and 
Lindström in starting from the assumption that these psalms must not be saying what they 
appear to be saying. Following this option, the texts are to be interpreted either as ‘really’ 
about illness only, with the moral aspects the product of later editorial interventions, or as 
‘really’ about moral guilt, with the descriptions of bodily suffering little more than a 
metaphorical evocation of the suffering of the conscience. These options, I have been 
suggesting, are not persuasive either. Primarily, this is because they strain unconvincingly 
against what most interpreters take to be the plain sense of the text. But it is also because they 
appear to be substantially dependent on modern dualistic ideas about the relationship between 
the soul and the body, which are then projected onto the texts. Indeed, it is the modern 
assumptions that appear to motivate the straining against the text. As indicated at the outset 
of this article, there are a number of good reasons that such dualisms have become 
increasingly unpersuasive to theologians. 

Given the problems with the first two options, it is the third option, the line of 
interpretation opened up by Kraus and Goldingay, that in my view is the most theologically 
promising. This third option confirms and reinforces what theologians have already been 
learning in other contexts about the problems that arise when theology is done in abstraction 
from consideration of the body. 

Following this interpretive path, there are two directions that can be taken as we seek to 
make theological sense of the connection between sin and bodily illness in Psalms 32 and 38. 
The first draws on the sociology and anthropology of illness, and the second on a deeper and 
more nuanced theology of sin. I begin with the first. 

A fresh and nuanced approach to the broader relation between illness and sin in the 
psalms has been proposed in a recent article by Southwood.38 Southwood is particularly 
interested in the psalms as sites for the interpretation and expression of illness experience. 
She draws on work from the sociology and anthropology of medicine to point out that illness 
is always experienced socially, through the interpretations we place on it, rather than just 
physically. As Good puts it, anthropological studies of illness seem to indicate very strongly 
that, one way or another, and rightly or wrongly, human beings tend to experience illness as a 
‘moral event.’39 Southwood notes that the ways that we interpret and explain illness can 
function positively, for example in ‘giving the sick person a sense of agency,’ or more 
negatively, for example by ‘causing the ill person to take on the burden of guilt in addition to 
coping.’40 Either way, a simple picture of illness as a purely physical and medical 
phenomenon is problematized. If we want to understand how human beings actually 
experience illness, an exclusively medical explanation will not suffice.  

 
37 See e.g., Duhm’s blunt judgment that Psalm 32’s ‘ideas about suffering, about sin, and about fortune are 
unchristian’ (Bernhard Duhm, Die Psalmen, 2nd ed. (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1922), 133). 
38 Katherine Southwood, “Metaphor, Illness, and Identity in Psalm 88 and 102,” Journal for the Study of the Old 
Testament 43.2 (2019), 228-246. 
39 Byron J. Good, Medicine, Rationality, and Experience: An Anthropological Perspective (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press,  1993), 134; quoted in Southwood, “Metaphor, Illness, and Identity,” 230. 
40 Southwood, “Metaphor, Illness, and Identity,” 230. 
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The upshot of this approach to illness language in the psalms is that a simplistic 
opposition between medical and socio-cultural (including religious) explanations of bodily 
experience of illness cannot make sense of how people tend to experience illness in practice, 
which always involves interpretive and indeed moral categories – regardless of whether or 
not it ‘should’ do so. This in turn suggests – however cautiously or tentatively – that we 
cannot dismiss the sin-illness connection expressed in Psalms 32 and 38 as quickly as many 
interpreters assume. The idea that a religious development – the sense of having confessed 
sin to God – might genuinely play some role in the course of an illness even at a physical 
level is not, from this perspective, entirely far-fetched. The result is that we need not be quite 
so dismissive of the psalmists’ ‘primitive’ medical assumptions, and might instead explore 
them usefully as authentic expressions of illness experience in particular social and cultural 
contexts. 

At this point, however, it is important to be explicit about what is potentially at stake in 
refusing a hard distinction between medical and religious explanation of illness, and about 
how dangerous such claims can be if used simplistically or uncautiously or in the wrong 
context. The core modern worry in reading a psalmist’s attribution of their physical affliction 
to divine punishment for sin is that we might apply the same sort of reasoning today to blame 
people for the medical conditions under which they suffer. It is difficult to imagine a situation 
in which it would not be morally pernicious to tell a person that the reason they have become 
ill is that God is chastising them for a specific sin they committed. Indeed, it is this precise 
worry that appears to lie behind modern psalms commentators’ attempts to explain away the 
problem in Psalms 32 and 38. Taking this problem seriously, the result is that any approach 
to the sin-illness connection that cannot successfully hedge against this kind of abuse is likely 
to be morally unpersuasive. 

It is important at this stage to bring up a second problem that emerges from the claims 
that appear to be made in Psalms 32 and 38. This is the fact that it is very difficult to sustain a 
strong connection between particular sins and particular illnesses on Christian theological 
grounds. This is because, theologically speaking, sin is a universal condition. If illnesses are 
the divine consequences for particular sins, it follows in theological terms that all human 
beings deserve such afflictions equally. In the words of Paul, ‘all have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God,’ and ‘there is no one who one is righteous, not even one’ (Rom 3:23, 10). A 
situation in which one fallen human being is afflicted by serious illness on the basis of sin 
and another is not is not theologically coherent. 

It is this final point, about the scope of sin, that leads us to a final possible way forward 
for the theologically minded interpreter: the solution proposed by Augustine in his 
expositions on Psalm 38.  
 
An Augustinian Reading 
For Augustine, as for many theologians today, it is not possible to dismiss a significant 
portion of the received text of a psalm as theologically irrelevant or inauthentic. The 
interpretive challenge posed by psalms like these therefore needs to wrestled with rather than 
ignored, and it is in this wrestling that Augustine, in the Ennarationes in Psalmos, proposes a 
striking alternative reading of Psalm 38.  
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It is worth quoting Augustine’s reflection on Psalm 38:2-3 (for him, Psalm 37:2-3) at 
some length. Here his focus is on the phrase ‘there is no soundness in my flesh in the 
presence of your anger’: 

Now [the Psalmist] begins to relate what he has been suffering, yet already the 
trouble he mentions is a consequence of the Lord’s anger, because it derives from 
the punishment he inflicted. What punishment was that? The penalty [the Lord] 
imposed on Adam. Did he not truly punish Adam, did the Lord not mean what he 
said when he warned them, You will certainly die (Gn 2:17)? Do we suffer 
anything in this life that is not a consequence of the death we incurred through the 
first sin? We carry with us a mortal body (though it should not have been mortal), 
a mortal body seething with temptations and unease, a prey to corporal pains and 
manifold needs, a body changeable and of puny strength even when it is well, 
because it obviously is not completely well yet. Why does the psalmist say, There 
is no soundness in my flesh, if not because what passes for good health in this life 
is no health at all to those who have true understanding … ?41 

Augustine is making a number of points in this passage. First, he is saying that the bodily 
sufferings of the psalmist are indeed the consequence of God’s ‘punishment’ for sin. This we 
have seen before. But then things get more interesting. For Augustine, the sin in question – 
the sin for which all his bodily ailments are a form of punishment – is not some specific sin 
committed by the psalmist. Rather, the sin in question is the sin of Adam: original sin. In 
other words, the physical condition being described in Psalm 38 is not a one-off condition – a 
disease the psalmist happened to contract during an otherwise healthy life. Rather, his 
physical sufferings are all symptoms of mortality itself. Mortality is the punishment for 
original sin, and all specific instances or outworkings of that mortality thus fall under the 
broader umbrella of punishment for transgression.  

Augustine then draws out further implications of this argument in relation to day-to-day 
bodily experience: 

If you have not eaten, hunger causes you disquiet, and hunger is a kind of natural 
illness … [Y]ou will be hungry, and thirst kills you, if not relieved. The medicine 
that cures hunger is food, the medicine that cures thirst is a drink, the medicine 
for tiredness is sleep. Withhold the medicines, and see if living creatures do not 
die of these ailments. If you can give up these things and not be ill, that is true 
health. But if your condition is such that not eating could kill you, do not boast 
about your health, but await with groaning the redemption of your body.42 

In Augustine’s interpretation, hunger, weariness, and bodily pain are just as much evidence 
of God’s wrath against sin as a particular illness or disease would be. He points out that 
‘soundness’ – the idea of a physically healthy condition as opposed to an unhealthy one – is a 
relative term, and that from a long-term perspective no human being’s body is truly ‘sound.’ 
It is instructive to compare Augustine’s perspective with the current definition of ‘health’ 
from the World Health Organization: ‘Health is a state of complete physical, mental and 

 
41 En. in Ps. 37.5 (English: Augustine, Expositions of the Psalms: Volume 2, trans. Maria Boulding, The Works 
of St Augustine III/16 (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2000), 148; Latin: Patrologia Latina 36:397-398). 
42 En. in Ps. 37.5 (WSA III/16, 149; PL 36:398). Here Augustine is reading Psalm 38 in relation to Rom. 8:23. 
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social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.’43 For Augustine a 
picture like this is naïve, for the simple reason that no human being experiences ‘complete’ 
physical well-being in this life. All human bodies succumb to illness and bodily dysfunction 
in the end. For this reason, Augustine argues, 

the health I now have in my flesh is not yet true health, nor does it deserve to be 
called so in comparison with the health I shall enjoy in everlasting rest, when this 
corruptible nature has been clothed in incorruption, this mortal nature in 
immortality. Compared with the health I shall have then, the health I have now is 
no better than disease.44 

For Augustine, then, Psalm 38 needs to be interpreted as a theological reflection on the 
condition of mortality as such. He summarizes his interpretation: ‘the pain imposed [upon 
Adam] as a punishment has become our nature. What was a penalty to our first parents is for 
us our natural condition.’45 

In drawing the connection between sin and the mortality of human bodies, it is 
important to recognize that Augustine is on surprisingly strong theological ground. The sin-
mortality connection is in fact well-established in Scripture and in the history of theology. 
For one, mortality is described in Genesis as a consequence of the Fall (Gen 2:3, 19). For 
another, Paul articulates a close and explicit connection between sin and death (‘the wages of 
sin is death’ – Rom 6:23). And finally, the death and resurrection of Jesus have forever knit 
together the defeat of sin and the defeat of death in the Christian theological imagination.46 

The power of Augustine’s solution to the interpretive dilemma raised by Psalm 38 is 
that it succeeds in taking seriously the idea that sin and salvation are connected to bodies 
while simultaneously excluding the problem of attributing a causal connection between 
particular moral transgressions and particular illness experiences. In this picture, it will never 
be legitimate to interpret relative health as indicative of righteousness in God’s sight, or a 
specific illness as a divine consequence for some particular transgression. The link between 
sin and bodily suffering and dysfunction has instead been abstracted from particular 
situations and made a general feature of the reality of human being towards death. From this 
Augustinian perspective, one can give an entirely medical and biological explanation of a 
given form of suffering, while still taking seriously the moral valence of our physical 
sufferings (i.e., the conviction that creaturely sufferings are often terrible and tragic, rather 
than morally neutral accidents of material existence). Properly articulated, the doctrine of the 
Fall and its corollary, the doctrine of original sin, allow us to have universal compassion on 
ourselves and on one another in our sickness and our suffering, without evacuating sufferings 
of moral seriousness by turning them into morally indifferent accidents of a blind universe. In 

 
43 “WHO Remains Firmly Committed to the Principles Set Out in the Preamble to the Constitution,” World 
Health Organization, https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/constitution. Accessed 30 Sept. 2019. 
44 En. in Ps. 37.5 (WSA III/16, 150; PL 36:399). 
45 En. in Ps. 37.5 (WSA III/16, 149, translation altered; PL 36:398). In the Dictata super Psalterium, Luther 
shares Augustine’s interpretation of Psalm 38. In his view, ‘the lack of soundness in the Psalmist’s flesh’ refers 
not least to ‘our bodily weaknesses and sufferings, sicknesses and ills without number, to which human nature is 
subject because of sin, as is clear from experience’ (LW 10:177; WA 3:214-215). 
46 For a comprehensive discussion of the link between sin and death in Paul’s thought and in the history of 
theology, see Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology: Volume 2, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (London: 
T&T Clark International, 2004), 265-275.  
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the Augustinian picture, biological and religious explanations for bodily suffering are thus 
simultaneous and complementary rather than competitive.  

But is this enough to persuade us of Augustine’s reading? Even abstracted to the level 
of mortality as such, there remain a number of theological difficulties with the idea that all 
human sufferings are the consequences of original sin and are thus in some sense an 
expression of divine justice. First, there is the widespread modern discomfort with the 
concept of divine punishment in any form, which is often expressed in the context of 
critiques of ‘penal’ concepts of atonement. Second, Augustine’s position quickly runs up 
against the notoriously difficult problem of theodicy. On what morally coherent grounds 
could the scale of suffering in the fallen cosmos be justified, and how can any theodicy not 
come across as glib and simplistic in the face of concrete realities of human misery? Third, 
the Augustinian reading would seem to end up locating the origin of the fallenness of creation 
outside of any meaningful understanding of creation as we actually know it and experience it. 
For example, an unfallen creation, on this view, would seem to entail a cosmos without 
entropy, without life cycles or evolution, and without the myriad forms of finitude that frame 
creaturely existence.  

These problems are weighty, and a comprehensive response to them lies beyond the 
scope of this article. Instead and by way of a conclusion, two brief indications can be given of 
the direction in which such an answer would likely need to travel. The first is that Augustine 
would be quick to observe that a simple account of all bodily suffering as a function of divine 
punishment for sin is far from the whole story. Theologically, the picture of universal divine 
consequences for sin can only really emerge – and must only be understood – in the context 
of a prior and more fundamental theological narrative about the goodness and love of God, 
and about the defeat of death at the hands of God himself in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
There is a never a point where such justice and such suffering is not also caught up in a yet 
more basic account of a divine love that will ultimately conquer all death and all suffering. 
The question of suffering and sin cannot be discussed in isolation from this larger framework. 

The second point arises in relation to whether and to what degree Augustine’s position 
should be read as a theodicy. For example, it has been objected that the link between original 
sin and death described by Augustine appears to depend upon a literal and historical reading 
of the account of the Fall in Genesis that is no longer persuasive in the context of modern 
evolutionary biology. As Groenhout argues, ‘Anyone who accepts the fossil record as 
reasonably accurate must rethink a strict correlation between sickness and the Fall into sin, 
since it is apparent that disease and death both predate the existence of humans.’47  

This problem with this argument is that it assumes that the theological significance of 
the Fall narrative in Genesis lies first and foremost in its capacity to explain why human 
beings suffer and why bodies become ill and die, given the goodness and power of God. In 
other words, it assumes that the theological purpose of the story of Adam, Eve, and the 
serpent is to provide a theodicy. On this basis, Groenhut seems to be implying that the Fall 
narrative was indeed successful as a theodicy prior to certain advances in geological and 
biological sciences in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but is no longer successful 

 
47 Ruth Groenhut, “Not Without Hope: A Reformed Analysis of Sickness and Sin,” Christian Bioethics 12 
(2006), 139. 
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today because it is now clear, scientifically, that there was never a time when living creatures 
were not subject to biological dysfunction resulting in death. 

In fact, Augustine’s account of the Fall has never been particularly successful as a 
theodicy.48 In any case, the specifically theodical dimensions of his position on original sin 
represent only a small part of its function in Augustine’s thought, which is characterized for 
more by what Ian McFarland describes as its ‘soteriological orientation.’49 As McFarland has 
argued, the Augustinian doctrine of original sin is better understood, dogmatically speaking, 
as ‘offering a description of rather than an explanation for the human condition apart from 
grace.’50 In other words, rather than serving as a conceptual argument explaining the origins 
of human suffering from a God’s-eye perspective, the doctrine is most usefully deployed 
from within the givens of human existence, as a framework for interpreting the problematic 
and pathological dimensions of life in the world against the horizon of the saving activity of 
God.  

Understanding Augustine’s position in this more limited fashion goes some way toward 
obviating the problems highlighted above, which tend to emerge much more strongly when it 
is viewed in the first instance as a theodicy rather than as an interpretive frame. A more 
modest reading of Augustine starts not from the question of whether suffering should exist, 
but from the fact that it already does. It takes seriously the fact that phenomena like chronic 
physical and psychological pain, the sudden onset of serious illness, the limitations and 
debilitations of age, and the tragedy of the death of loved ones are experiences that often feel 
more like a curse than like mere epiphenomena of finitude.51 

In this reading, Augustine’s assertion that ‘the penalty imposed on Adam … has 
become our nature’ comes to have synergies with the approach to the psalms described by 
Southwood. Viewed this way, it becomes a hermeneutical frame for us to interpret our own 
experiences of bodily suffering. As such, it authorizes acknowledgment of the profound 
negativity of such experiences for many sufferers, even as it reinterprets them against the 
horizon of hope described in Romans 8: ‘that the creation will be set free from its bondage to 
decay,’ and that we will one day experience ‘the redemption of our bodies’ (vv. 20-21, 23). 

What then are we to make of Augustine’s bold reinterpretation of Psalm 38? It would 
be premature to conclude simply by affirming and commending Augustine’s interpretation. 
Even if we have made some headway towards resolving them, the objections to such a 
position remain substantial enough, and the implications broad enough, that the successful 
development of such an affirmation will require more extensive elaboration than has been 
possible here.  

 
48 McFarland makes a strong argument that, in making guilt something that is inherited, Augustine introduced a 
new and arguably thornier theodical problem than that of the historicity or otherwise of the Fall narrative: the 
problem of how it is morally and philosophically coherent for guilt to be transferred congenitally. See Ian A. 
McFarland, In Adam’s Fall: A Meditation on the Christian Doctrine of Original Sin (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2010), 32-35. 
49 McFarland, In Adam’s Fall, 32. 
50 McFarland, In Adam’s Fall, 47. Emphasis original. 
51 The argument here is not that all experiences of suffering or illness are always or necessarily interpreted in 
negative terms by the sufferer; it is rather an acknowledgement that they often are, and that this needs to be 
taken seriously in theology. 



  Horizons in Biblical Theology 

 16 

What has been established, however, is that there is significant, and perhaps 
unexpected, theological and pastoral potential to Augustine’s reading of Psalm 38, especially 
when it is understood from a ‘descriptive’ rather than ‘explanatory’ perspective. Such a 
reading can provide a theological frame for thinking with compassion, complexity, and hope 
about the tragic dimensions of illness, bodily suffering, and mortality. It can allow for a 
robust affirmation of the medical-biological frame for understanding bodily illness and 
dysfunction, without either denying the moral tragedy of death, or signing on, with the World 
Health Organization, to an idealistic concept of ‘health’ that does not describe the long-term 
experience of any actual bodies. In this reading, Psalms 32 and 38 cease to be an 
embarrassment or a conundrum for modern interpreters. Instead, they are theologically 
reframed: as testimonies to the deep connectedness of spiritual and corporeal realities; as 
reminders to modern readers that the cure of souls is always caught up with the cure of 
bodies; and as affirmations of the breadth of the hope inaugurated in the resurrection of the 
Son of God. 
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