
WHEN I AM AFFLICTED 
PSALMS 102: 1-14, 23-28 

 
How many crises can you handle at one time?  Psychologists tell us that the stresses from various 
crises that we encounter are additive.  You probably have known folks who have gone through 
situations where one thing after another happens to them and they are weighed down under the 
load of all the stresses that add up.   
 
For some of us, the stresses we encounter are self induced because we allow petty things to “get 
to us” and “eat at us.”  Usually, the effect is short lived and we “get over it.”  On the other hand, 
there are real problems many people encounter that are anything but petty and anything but short 
lived.  New York is still not over the events of 9-11.  New Orleans has still not gotten over 
Katrina.  People who have lost a child to cancer or to a tragic accident may never get over it.  
 
We are familiar with the story of Job and all the problems that came upon him and his family.  
We may find ourselves in situations where we need help or we may be under great distress 
because of one emergency after another.  We may find ourselves hurting physically and 
emotionally, alone, persecuted, ridiculed and heartsick.  This is what the unidentified psalmist 
who penned Psalm 102 was undergoing.      
 
As we look at the world through his eyes we can see that life is full of changes and sometimes 
these changes are tremendously hard on us.  We will also see that in spite of the transitory nature 
of life, the promises of God are unchanging and that is because of the eternal nature of God.  
This psalm is described (in the heading) as a prayer of someone who is afflicted and who pours 
out his complaint before the Lord.  As we read his prayer we will see that his words are not so 
much a “complaint” as they are mournful observations of the sad situation he is in and we see his 
plea for help.   
 
TRANSITORY NATURE OF LIFE 
1 A Prayer of the Afflicted when he is faint and pours out his complaint before the LORD. Hear my prayer, O LORD! 
And let my cry for help come to You. 2 Do not hide Your face from me in the day of my distress; Incline Your ear to 
me; In the day when I call answer me quickly. 3 For my days have been consumed in smoke, And my bones have 
been scorched like a hearth. 4 My heart has been smitten like grass and has withered away, Indeed, I forget to eat my 
bread. 5 Because of the loudness of my groaning My bones cling to my flesh. 6 I resemble a pelican of the 
wilderness; I have become like an owl of the waste places. 7 I lie awake, I have become like a lonely bird on a 
housetop. 8 My enemies have reproached me all day long; Those who deride me have used my name as a curse. 9 For 
I have eaten ashes like bread And mingled my drink with weeping 10 Because of Your indignation and Your wrath, 
For You have lifted me up and cast me away. 11 My days are like a lengthened shadow, And I wither away like 
grass.  Psalm 102:1-11 (NASB95) 
 
Cry for Help (1-2) 
Many think that this prayer was written during a time of national peril when Israel (Zion) had 
been attacked and the enemy had caused much damage to the nation.  In addition to this general 
distress, the psalmist was undergoing personal suffering and grief.  The prayer begins with a 
simple request to be heard.  Several psalms begin with “Hear my prayer” which is likely not an 
indication that the psalmist thought God was not listening, but it was probably a respectful 
request to have an audience with the Creator of heaven and earth.  We see that the subject of this 
prayer is a cry for help.  The intensity or depth of the situation the psalmist was experiencing is 



reflected in the word “cry.”   He was not just “asking” for help but was an outcry that implies an 
almost involuntary expression that spill out from a heart that is full of sorrow or grief.   
 
C. H. Spurgeon noted that this prayer is not just a prayer for the sake of praying, but that the 
psalmist really wanted to make sure God heard him.  How often do Christians today pray simply 
for the sake of praying?  Sometimes we get into a routine of saying a prayer when we awake in 
the morning, saying a prayer before each meal, and saying a prayer before we go to sleep at 
night.  In our church environment, we say a prayer before and after each meeting, we say a 
prayer after the prelude, we say a prayer after the scripture is read, we say a prayer before the 
invitation and we say a prayer before we dismiss.  I guess the conclusion is that we must guard 
against just “saying” a prayer and make sure that we are “praying” a prayer.   
 
We don’t see any confession of sins or wrongs in this prayer as we did in Psalm 51.  In David’s 
prayer of pertinence he asked God to hide His face from his sin.  Here we see just the opposite in 
that the psalmist is asking God to NOT hide His face from him and the sorrow he was 
experiencing.  I’m not sure that there was a general belief that God did not look upon or was not 
aware of the suffering of people, but I do know that many times people will look away from 
those who are hurting.  It is almost as if we think that if we see it too closely we will feel 
compelled to do something to help.  There may be some truth to this.  For something as simple as 
trying to get out of a parking place into a stream of traffic, if you can make eye contact with a 
driver who is approaching you, then they will usually let you go in front of them.  Many times 
(even in the church parking lot) people who are already in the line of traffic will avoid eye 
contact with those who are stuck in a parking place.  Perhaps the psalmists thought that God 
responds as people do in such situations and, consequently, made the plea for God to look upon 
him and his situation.   
 
When we are hurting, relief can’t happen quickly enough.  It is one thing to be patient when “all 
is well” but patience is problematic when everything around us is falling apart.  While we can 
objectively make the argument that God answers our prayer in His own time, this does not keep 
us from pleading for a quick answer (if not immediate relief) when we are in great distress.  It is 
important for us to know that someone is listening when we have problems.  It is therapeutic to 
be able to just share what you are going through with someone who cares.  Just think how 
discouraging it would be if you were sharing your concerns with your best friend and you did not 
get any response that would indicate he even heard what you said.  We have faith that God hears 
the cry of our heart and that He answers our prayers.  If we believe in a God who does not hear 
and that He does not answer, then we are in the same situation as an atheist.  
 
Brevity and Fragility of Life (v. 3-5) (See also v. 9-11) 
It seems as if the writer of this psalm saw what was happening to him in terms of what he 
observed around him.  If this prayer was written at a time when the nation had been devastated 
by an enemy, he could see the smoke and the charred remains of buildings and he saw his life as 
being in a similar condition.  He could see all his dreams and aspirations disappearing like the 
smoke that was being dispersed as it disappeared into the surrounding atmosphere.   
 
You can sense the hopelessness in his words as he writes about the condition of his heart.  Just as 
there is not a lot of hope for the grass in your lawn when we are having drought conditions, the 



writer was under such pressure by all that was going on around him that he was heartsick and 
without hope.  There are situations when we are so distraught and worried about something that 
we literally lose our appetite for food.  We may have seen this happen to someone you know 
who has unexpectantly lost a family member.  The person who is grieving has to be told, “You 
need to eat something.”  That condition can also be a problem when a person is struck with a 
serious illness.  You get the idea that this situation had gone on for some time because the writer 
could see that he was reduced to “skin and bones.”   
 
Loneliness and Isolation (6-8) 
We have difficulty relating to the terror people must have felt when their nation was under attack 
by an enemy who was determined to destroy or carry off people and property.  We get a glimpse 
of such conditions from the stories we read about or see on TV about the fighting going on in 
places like Rwanda, Sudan or Somalia.  Those who survive the attacks may have other survivors 
around them but they feel as if they are alone since everyone is in “survival mode” and only 
looking out for themselves.  We get a sense of this in the words of this prayer as he compares 
himself to an ugly, unclean bird that lives alone in the desert or among the ruins of deserted 
towns.   
 
All of us have likely experienced another symptom of having a lot of stress that comes from 
being afflicted.  Not only do we have loss of appetite, we also have trouble sleeping.  When 
things are weighing heavily upon us, we lie awake when we should be getting rest that come 
with sound sleep.  
 
Troubles in our physical world can affect our spiritual outlook.  Whether the problems are related 
to the nation or our personal lives, we do react to the circumstances around us.  While we are not 
to be unaware of our circumstances, we must not let these set the agenda for our lives.  Our focus 
must always to be upon God and His will for our lives. 
 
In verse eight we see the problems of the physical surroundings being compounded by the 
presence and actions of people who are sworn enemies.  The taunts and accusations all add to the 
emotional burden that a person can be under when everything seems to be falling apart.  
Taunting is intended to stir up negative emotions that will prevent a person from being able to 
function as well as he could if he could simply focus on the issue at hand.  If you watch 
professional football, you can see the players taunting the opposition in an effort to get them 
distracted from what they should be doing.  Jesus experienced taunting from the religious leaders 
of His day.  Paul had similar experiences with the Jews who opposed him.  Even today, people 
use such tactics against anyone they are opposed to.  Those who are anti-Christian use every 
opportunity to taunt, ridicule, and criticize the church, individual Christians, and even God 
Himself.   
 
Devine Anger and Man’s Weakness (9-10) 
The idea of strong weeping and of sitting in ashes or putting ashes on your head as a sign of 
mourning is found in the ancient literature.  There seems to be a conscious effort to express one’s 
emotion by some physical action in some cultures.  People in Middle Eastern countries do this 
even today.  In other cultures (such as Japan), there are efforts made to hide the emotions.  It 
would seem that the implication is that more grief one has, the more ashes he would surround 



himself with.  His grief was so great that it seemed that the ashes were getting into his food and 
the tears were so many that they got into whatever he was drinking.   
 
Since Israel was the nation of God’s chosen people, the problems the people were experiencing 
logically had to be a result of God’s anger against them.  Otherwise, they would be experiencing 
protection and prosperity.  From the perspective of the psalmist it almost seemed that God had 
lifted them up so they would have a harder fall. The extent to which he and the nation had fallen 
is seen in the return to the theme of how brief and fragile life really is.    
 
 
CONTRAST OF MAN AND GOD 
12 But You, O LORD, abide forever, And Your name to all generations. 13 You will arise and have compassion on 
Zion; For it is time to be gracious to her, For the appointed time has come. 14 Surely Your servants find pleasure in 
her stones And feel pity for her dust.  Psalm 102:12-14 (NASB95) 
 
In the case of mankind, the psalmist was concerned about how short and transitory life was and 
he contrasted this brevity and uncertainty with the eternity of the Lord and His unchanging 
character.  When we realize the stark difference in man as compared to God, we should 
immediately realize that our trust and hope must always be in God and never in man.  Our lives 
are like a vanishing wisp of smoke and like the evening shadows that quickly go away while the 
Lord abides forever.   
 
When the psalmist looked around, he could see the results of man’s cruelty that destroyed his 
nation and ended or ruined the lives of many people.  Again the contrast is obvious when we 
consider that God is compassionate and gracious.  When we are at a low point in our lives, we 
realize how much the Lord’s compassion is needed.  The writer was eager to see some evidence 
of that compassion and mercy and was bold enough to remind God that he thought it was time 
for compassion.   
 
Notice the word used to describe the time.  We see the word “appointed” or “set” used in 
conjunction with time.  This suggests that God has a timetable for accomplishing His purposes.  
We can find many examples of the truth of this throughout the record of the Scriptures.  When 
the Children of Israel left Egypt, it was 430 years to the day from the time God made the 
covenant with Abraham.  Daniel was told that the nation of Israel has seventy weeks of years 
appointed to them to get their act together.  We also find reference in Daniel to the appointed 
time of the end [He said: "I am going to tell you what will happen later in the time of wrath, 
because the vision concerns the appointed time of the end. Dan 8:19].  In Matthew 24, Jesus 
told His disciples that the things He had shared with them would happen before that generation 
(typically taken to be 40 years) passed away and we read about the fulfillment in the fall of 
Jerusalem in AD 70.     
 
 The prayer for compassion on Zion (Jerusalem) was motivated by the great love that the 
servants of God had for the city.  Even the rubble of the scattered stones was precious to the 
servants of God and the dust created by the destruction of the enemy had touched them deeply.  
 
GOD’S ETERNAL PROVISION FOR US 
23 He has weakened my strength in the way; He has shortened my days. 24 I say, “O my God, do not take me away in 



the midst of my days, Your years are throughout all generations. 25 “Of old You founded the earth, And the heavens 
are the work of Your hands. 26 “Even they will perish, but You endure; And all of them will wear out like a garment; 
Like clothing You will change them and they will be changed. 27 “But You are the same, And Your years will not 
come to an end. 28 “The children of Your servants will continue, And their descendants will be established before 
You.”  Psalm 102:23-28 (NASB95) 
 
The writer of this prayer in his time of affliction saw the ultimate victory for those who belong to 
God.  We know that this victory is found in the Lord Jesus.  One possibility for interpretation of 
this portion of the Psalm is that it is Messianic.  In the midst of His years, the life of Jesus was 
cut off as a sacrifice for the sin of the world.  Another alternative is to see that the work of God 
in the life of the believer is to break the natural strength of our old nature so that we may show 
the power of the new, redeemed nature that is in us.  We may lament during the process as we try 
to avoid the cross we are to take up daily.  However, it is only by putting “self” to death that we 
can truly know the fullness of joy from the presence of Jesus. 
 
In verse 24 we can see the struggle Jesus had in the Garden as He prayed, “Father, if it be Your 
will, let this cup pass from Me.”  In the application of these words for our own spiritual growth, 
we can see the struggle we have in “losing” in the physical so we can “gain” in the spiritual.  
This struggle is there even though we know that the physical is temporal but the spiritual is 
everlasting. 
 
Verses 25-27 are repeated in Hebrews 1:10-12 in reference to Christ.  The lesson we can learn 
from this is that our confidence should always be in the Person of God and not in His creation.  
We see earth or the universe as permanent and the rising and setting of the sun as something on 
which we can always depend.  However, we are reminded that even these will fail one day, but 
God is truly eternal. 
  
We can see a promise of hope for the ultimate victory of God’s people.  The ultimate fulfillment 
of the revelation of the glory of God will come when Jesus physically returns for the millennial 
reign.  Before that happens, many of God’s people will be condemned to death by the evil 
system set up by the anti-Christ during the last days.  Those who are in the midst of this great 
tribulation must keep their focus on the promises of the Lord and His return. 


