
 

PSALM 41 
Three afflictions and why the Bible matters 

 
In John 13.18 our Lord Jesus says this about those who follow him and about Judas, the one 
who will betray him: 
 
“I am not referring to all of you; I know those I have chosen. But this is to fulfill this passage of 
Scripture [from Psalm 41]: 'He who shared my bread has turned against me.'” 
 
These words are spoken by Jesus at the Last Supper. So Psalm 41 sets the context of the first 
Eucharist in church history. It’s an event that occurred in the Upper Room 2,000 years ago! 
 
The passage of Scripture Jesus quotes is a David Psalm — Psalm 41.9. 
 
The last Psalm of Book I of the PSS is Psalm 41. 
 
Psalm 41’s theme is the blessing or happiness of the person who cares for the downtrodden. It 
turns out this person has tasted many afflictions of their own! They have developed a righteous 
compassion! 
 
Because our Psalm today is about happiness or blessedness, Psalm 41 thus forms a bookend 
with PSS 1-2 (the introduction), and the phrase “blessed/happy is the person who...” is the key.  
 
So Book I is wrapped up by the thought of “happiness” despite the troubled life it pictures, a life 
of walking through the valley of the shadow of death — as each of us does every day in this 
“vale of tears.” 
 
We don’t know the circumstances of this particular Psalm. It’s a David Psalm (superscription). 
The Psalmist is lying ill (apparently) as we see in v.8: 
 
“A vile disease has afflicted him; 
    he will never get up from the place where he lies.” 
 
Is the affliction bodily or spiritual or both? Whatever it is, it is life threatening. 
 
But whatever it is, King David’s experience, being only the shadow of the coming King Jesus, 
means that we can — as Jesus clearly did — transpose the events of David’s time onto the 
events of Jesus’ suffering, death, burial, and resurrection, and onto our own time also, since, as 
Luther was fond of pointing out, we Christians are all “little Christs.”  
 
So each Scripture we meet opens up at least three horizons: 
 
a) David’s Time 



 

b) Jesus’ Time 
c) Our Time — Today  
 
We can plainly see why the New Testament sees the story of Jesus in this Psalm, and even why 
Jesus saw the narrative events of his own life through this lens. Read vv.10-12: 
 
10  
But may you have mercy on me, Lord; 
    raise me up, that I may repay them. 
11  
I know that you are pleased with me, 
    for my enemy does not triumph over me. 
12  
Because of my integrity you uphold me 
    and set me in your presence forever. 
 
V.10 speaks of his resurrection on Easter Sunday, as v.11 speaks of his victory over death, grave 
and hell itself — on Holy Saturday. And v.12 announces his ascension and glorification. 
 
But there are three horizons, right? Therefore: The victory of Jesus will be our victory too — if 
we hold fast to our faith today. 
 
Now, if this Psalm tells not only Jesus’ story but mine and yours too, if it can be done, to read it 
this way as Jesus does, then our Psalm also tells us how the faithful deal with not only sickness 
and defeat but with slanderous enemies and treacherous friends as well! 
 
I want to be really clear about this pathway to happiness. Which is why the Psalms is all about, 
right? This pathway asks me to make sense of my own story and sufferings and the events of 
my life through finding their real substantive meaning in biblical stories and narratives. Does 
that make sense? Jesus identifies the events of his own life and his betrayal by Judas with 
David’s experience in Psalm 41. 
 
Here’s a quick lesson then about why we Christians read the Bible: to understand our own lives 
and experience today. The events of your life are not happenings in search of a meaning. 
 
Meanings are shown through the happenstances of your life. And if you want to understand 
your own life, you have to view them through the lens of Scripture, as our master Jesus did. 
We’re going to need a new set of eyes; we’re going to need a new value of time. 
 
To begin with I want to focus first on the three most difficult forms of affliction Jesus faced and 
that we too face in this natural life, since our own journeys will recapitulate the story of Jesus. 
Here’s the 
 
A. THREE AFFLICTIONS 



 

 

1. Bodily & Soul Weakness 
2. Enemy Slander 
3. Friendly Fire 

 
My focus, therefore, is vv.4-9, where the three afflictions are laid open and ... 
 
I want to come back to vv.1-3 later, because here we find the confident hope in which we all 
must dwell: we will be happy/blessed if we live in Christ’s righteousness. 
 
I want to focus on the THREE AFFLICTIONS firstly. 
 

1. BODILY & SOUL WEAKNESS 

 
4  
I said, “Have mercy on me, Lord; 
    heal me [my soul], for I have sinned against you.” 
 
Here we find a prayer for mercy of the afflicted King David. It’s a prayer for healing of the soul, 
whose bodily suffering is associated with Sin. 
 
In the case of Jesus, we know he was crucified a criminal who had committed no genuine crime. 
He suffered bodily as a criminal — for sin — but for mine not his own. Jesus did not need to 
prayer about his own sin: he prayed about mine. 
 
This transaction is all spelled out in 2 Corinthians 5.21: 
 
“He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him.” 
 
And in 1 peter 2.22: 
 
“who committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in his mouth” 
 
We’re at the heart of the Felix culpa — the happy error that is human Sin which produces 
salvation in Christ. As Augustine pointed out: 
 
"For God judged it better to bring good out of evil than not to permit any evil to exist." 
 



 

He did this through the innocent suffering of Jesus. And it places all my bodily sufferings in 
context, up to and including my own mortal death. The fact is I deserve death: Jesus did not. 
 
Much of the suffering of my life can be put straight down to my brokenness and sin, my 
patheticness. But that’s not true of the sufferings of Jesus. So when I’m tempted to feel sorry 
for myself, to not take my own brokenness seriously — I need to be reminded to think on this, 
reflect.  
 
But we all suffer bodily and soul afflictions in life, whether we are great sinners or not. Some 
afflictions knock us off our feet. Scripture here becomes our encouragement — prayers like 
Psalm 41 are recorded to encourage us and provide the meaning of the events that overtake us 
on our journey.  
 
Here’s the second great affliction. 
 

2. ENEMY SLANDER 

 
5  
My enemies say of me in malice, 
    “When will he die and his name perish?” 
6  
When one of them comes to see me, 
    he speaks falsely, while his heart gathers slander; 
    then he goes out and spreads it around. 
7  
All my enemies whisper together against me; 
    they imagine the worst for me, saying, 
8  
“A vile disease has afflicted him; 
    he will never get up from the place where he lies.” 
 
Enemies love to kick us while we’re down. 
 
The enemies are full of three things —  
 
a) malice — they’re really tying to harm me 
b) falsity — they’re lying in their assessment of reality 
c) conspiracy — they’re whispering in corners plotting the worst 
 
Jesus had enemies and has enemies. 
 
a) satanic hosts 



 

b) political hordes 
c) religious hypocrites 
 
Jesus was afflicted by Satan, Rome, and the Pharisees. 
 
If you haven’t been hated by Satan, abused by the government, and tormented by religious 
spirits, you haven’t lived! 
 
The church, too, has always had these enemies and their threats and torments have heated up 
in our times — see my Newsletter Footnotes.  
 
We are entering a time, I believe, where the enemies of Christ are becoming bolder in their 
assaults on the Church. We are in for a time of buffeting. 
 
Everyone who ever wanted to do anything for God has experienced the opposition of spiritual 
powers, political realities, and religious oppression. I don’t know anyone who has seriously 
served God where this was not the case. 
 
You may be experiencing such opposition right now. Never fear! These afflictions are light and 
momentary. 
 
 “For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison” (2 Corinthians 4.17) 
 
What is the answer to all this in the here and now. Do we quit, give up? Run? Compromise? 
Nothing great was ever built except by being uncompromising about what was being built! 
 
Paul tells us what to do — it’s also what David did and what Jesus did too: 
 
“as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that 
are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4.18) 
 
a) Look at the unseen not the seen 
b) Look at the eternal not the momentary  
 
There’s two simple things we can do 
 
a) Don’t obsess over the stuff you can see  
b) Don’t obsess over the stuff that withers in time 
 
To step out of the trench is always to run the risk of the enemy snipers — of getting shot! 
Christian, get out of the trench anyway! 
 



 

Don’t look at the bullets whizzing around you, the slings and arrows, look at what you can’t see, 
and look at what’s truly valuable not what’s passing. Look at the eternal things, study them, 
pursue them! 
 
What’s the third affliction? This one’s almost the hardest to bear: 
 

3. FRIENDLY FIRE 

 
I heard someone say once that Christians run the only army that shoots their own wounded! 
 
9  
Even my close friend, 
    someone I trusted, 
one who shared my bread, 
    has raised up his heel against me. 
 
This is the depthiest depth of the nastiest betrayal — because it destroys Eucharistic 
community and fellowship. Jesus chooses to quote this verse in the Upper Room, at the Last 
Supper, the first Christian Eucharist. 
 
The language is telling — David speaks of “my close friend” or, more literally: 
 
“The man of my shalom/peace” 
 
The betrayal is deep and deadly. The person in the inner sanctum of David’s heart, the Davidic 
communion, betrays him. This person was permitted right into the heart of the Eucharistic 
community — a man whom David would greet by a kiss of peace and from whom he also would 
receive the act of homage and shalom. They ate at the same table; and in the ancient world 
strangers didn’t eat together, only family did. They were bonded in covenant community and 
fidelity. 
 
This person was trusted. 
 
This person belonged to the community of the Eucharist. 
 
But this person was false and, rather than keep friendship, he engaged in an attempted 
takedown right at David’s weakest moment — when he really needed his close friends. 
 
The last phrase shows you how bad it all was: “he raised his heel against” Jesus-David. We get 
some sense of this act when we read the following Bible verse: 
 



 

“When they had brought these kings to Joshua, he summoned all the men of Israel and said to 
the army commanders who had come with him, ‘Come here and put your feet on the necks of 
these kings.’ So they came forward and placed their feet on their necks.” (Joshua 10.24) 
 
The “lifting of the heel” was a sign of conquest. This was a takedown. But a takedown by a 
friend. Everybody has a Judas or two (or three) in their lives and ministries. 
 
Have you ever been betrayed? Are you hurting from it? Has someone ever tried to take you 
out? It’s surprising the people around us who try these things. I’ve spoken pastorally to many 
people who’ve been deeply betrayed. Sometimes a close relative lives in such away as to 
destroy by action, rumour, and word the reputation and life of a person. Sometimes it’s a child 
or parent! A friend too. Always it’s the most spiteful and hurtful. Bitter! 
 
So these are the worst kinds of afflictions we can face in this life. How does our Psalm help? 
 
Come back with me to vv.1-3. 
 
B. HAPPY IS THE ONE 
 
1  
Blessed are those who have regard for the weak; 
    the Lord delivers them in times of trouble. 
2  
The Lord protects and preserves them— 
    they are counted among the blessed in the land— 
    he does not give them over to the desire of their foes. 
3  
The Lord sustains them on their sickbed 
    and restores them from their bed of illness. 
 
This shows us Jesus as the happy man. He has regard for the weak — you and me. We, too, 
having passed through the valley of our own afflictions can learn to have regard for the weak. 
Suffering helps us to learn to take our eyes of ourselves. 
 
This is the sign of righteousness by the way — regard for the weak! 
 
These people end up happy. Why? 
 
These verses show us three rewards, or three ways happiness manifests itself in the blessed 
ones: 
 

1. The Lord delivers them/us in affliction — it doesn’t last forever 
2. The enemies (foes) don’t win — no matter how bad they want it or how hard they try 



 

3. The Lord sustains and restores them/us — we get back what’s rightfully ours 

 
The best proof that this is our story is that it was not only David’s story in Psalm 41 but Jesus 
chooses it as the type of his own story in John 13. The treacherous friend who lifts up his heel is 
Judas. 
 
C. CONCLUSION 
 
Psalm 41 is fantastic. 
 
There’s a great lesson here Jesus offers us in closing. It’s about how we read the Bible — and 
why we take seriously the Bible. The Bible is a book of Truth, which means it’s the Book of 
Archetypes. 
 
What are archetypes? 
 
“archetypes represent typical situations in life” 
 
But biblical archetypes are true archetypes that disclose the spiritual shape of every life. Each 
one of us will know the experiences, in some shape or form, that are biblical-archetypal. Jesus is 
showing us this. 
 
It’s like saying something like this — as God sees, this is like that! To be like doesn’t have to be 
the same in every detail. Jesus is pointing out to us how God judges these things. As we come 
to possess these archetypes as our own experience, we become wise. 
 
But there’s a really practical payoff. Here it is. 
 
Sometimes it’s hard to make sense of our own stories. Jesus must have struggled deeply with 
knowing that Judas would betray him. You and I would self-question: was I a bad friend? What 
could I have done better? We punish ourselves. Wrongly. We’re involved with an archetype. 
 
But Jesus encourages us on how to use the Psalms not to explain our own stories of suffering 
but to bring them into line with the greater story of Scripture. On its own my story makes no 
sense. Embedded into the stories of the Bible, the prayers of David and Jesus, my story and my 
hardships can be assimilated and overcome. 
 
God bless you today! 
 
AMEN 
 

 


