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THE PRAYER OF THE OVERWHELMED 

Psalm 102: 1-28 and 61: 1, 2 – Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

Most of us perhaps used to naively think of all the 150 psalms as beautiful, 

uplifting, majestic, comforting, and blessed poetic words from each psalmist. By 

now, most of us have come to accept that a few of the 150 psalms do fit that 

description. Yet many psalms are true laments. Notice the title of Psalm 102 in 

your Bible—“A prayer of the afflicted, when he is faint and pours out his 

complaint before the Lord.” A case could well be made that the majority of the 

psalms are laments or partially contain laments. Psalm 102 has a pathos to it and it 

is chucked full of passionate words evoking our tears and sadness. The psalmist is 

telling it as it is to God, telling God all about his trials. The awful description of 

what the psalmist in Psalm 102 was facing and enduring is harsh, intensely 

destructive, and personally and terrifyingly sad, oh-so-sad. When you try to get 

your arms around these twenty eight verses, all too many of them are words of 

despair, loneliness, groaning, crying, and praying as a broken man, struck down, 

taunted, and wasting away. 

 

Patrick Wilson, a pastor in Williamsburg, Virginia, tells of a young girl who was 

sitting in his church on Palm Sunday as the choir was singing the Passion Story 

from the Gospel of Luke. The story of Jesus’ passion seemed new to her. In her 

astonishment, her mouth began to open in wonder. Midway through the story, she 

turned to her mother and whispered, “I don’t think this is going to turn out very 

well.” Most of us know that the road of Jesus from Palm Sunday to the cross didn’t 

turn out well physically for Jesus. He was scourged, buffeted, and crucified in our 

place for our sins in His own body on the cross. We follow the One who is 

crucified, dead, buried, and now is alive from the dead, and ascended to Glory, 

where He is praying for us. He was overwhelmed for us, and He is calling us today 

in all our afflictions and times of being overwhelmed to come to Him. 

 

Being overwhelmed is not a condition Jesus knows nothing about. From the time 

Jesus brushed the wood shavings off his carpenter’s apron and began His earthly 

ministry until He sweat great drops of blood in Gethsemane to the moment He 

cried “It is finished, Father, into Your hands I commit My Spirit,” all along, He 

was taking the way of the cross, and the way of the cross is overwhelming. Our 

lives from day to day overwhelm us. Our home life, our work, and the people we 

live with and love and work with overwhelm us. All the due dates ahead for us just 

in February are enough to put us down flat on the floor. Life, sickness, suffering, 

dying, and even God Himself overwhelms us. God calls us to obey Him, and more 

often than not, we are overwhelmed.  
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This week I read the story of Pastor Jon Walton, senior pastor at the Setauket 

Church on Long Island. One day he found himself a patient sitting on a bed at 

Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, overwhelmed that at age 31, he was going to have 

open heart surgery for the first of three times so far in his life. A young doctor, the 

attending cardiologist, stood at the door of his room and watched Pastor Jon 

looking out the window. The pastor could see lots of people out on the street, 

people with normal lives, children walking to school, crossing guards helping them 

across the street and delivery men carrying food into the hospital. The pastor was 

thinking about the difference between where they were and where he was. The 

doctor finally walked on into his room and said, “Mr. Walton, I know what you are 

thinking. You’re wishing you were somebody else, that you were somewhere else, 

and that you weren’t facing what you are facing tomorrow. The truth is, you’re 

fortunate to be alive right now, because you are dying. The second we roll you out 

of this room toward surgery tomorrow morning, you’re on your way back to 

health. It won’t be easy, but you can do it, and we’ll help you.”  

 

Today, if I asked all of you to leave that were not overwhelmed by something, so I 

could just preach to those who were overwhelmed, I have a good inclination that 

most of you would be staying for the message. Life is overwhelming, so often for 

us all. One arena of life may be going well, but underneath all the successes and 

joys, there is a nagging “something” that is literally too much for us, unless we find 

a way to give it to the Lord and let Him live His life in ours to face it. This is a 

chucked-full psalm, but I want to break it down into three parts of this psalmist’s 

prayer. Look at what is overwhelming you right now. Tear it apart so you can face 

all three components of this psalmist’s prayer. What are these three components? 

 

LORD, HERE’S WHAT I’M GOING THROUGH. (I.) Don’t doubt for a 

moment that this psalm is a prayer. Notice verses 1 and 2. “Hear my prayer, O 

LORD. Let my cry come to you! Do not hide Your face from me in the day of my 

distress! Incline Your ear to me; answer me speedily in the day when I call!” No 

questions asked—this is not one of the all beautiful, majestic psalms—this is a 

prayer that is in fact, a lament to God. Since it appears from verse 13 that this 

psalm was written at the time before fallen Jerusalem was to be rebuilt, we know 

the psalmist isn’t David. So it appears the psalmist is writing perhaps from 

Babylon or even en route, on the road from Babylon back to Jerusalem to rebuild 

the broken down walls and the temple of the Lord. There is a legitimate possibility 

that it is on this trip back to Jerusalem from Babylon that the psalmist says in verse 

23, “Lord, You have broken my strength in midcourse, or as the KJV says, “You 

have weakened by strength in the way.” You have shortened my days.” Was the 

psalmist a returnee on the way from Babylon to Jerusalem? Perhaps he was. This 
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prayer was a cry to God for help and a plea for Him not to hide His face from this 

psalmist in the day of His distress. It was a cry for God not to shut His ears to him, 

but to speedily answer him on this day as He called.  

 

So what was the psalmist going through? Let’s start by calling it (1) DEEP 

DISTRESS. in verses 3-5. We read, “For my days pass away like smoke, and my 

bones burn like a furnace. My heart is struck down like grass and has withered; I 

forget to eat my bread. Because of my loud groaning, my bones cling to my flesh.” 

In the middle of our deep distress, others may well look at us and glibly say, “So 

that’s how God takes care of His own. So that’s how prayer doesn’t work.” The 

psalmist is saying, in essence, “My goose is cooked! My suffering has cooked me 

out as my days pass away like smoke goes up the chimney and my bones are hot—

burning like a furnace. My life is going up in smoke; my bones are burning. My 

heart is like grass that’s been trampled on and it’s nearly dead. My praying about 

my troubles has been so continual, so consuming and so intense, I forget to eat. 

Our bodies and minds can’t function properly without adequate nutrition. The 

weaker he felt, the worse his condition became. The more despondent he became, 

the less he wanted to eat. It was a vicious cycle that took over and the psalmist’s 

body was suffering badly. He struggled with the pain and its complicating realities. 

He cried, “I’m about to waste away and be blown away by the wind. I’m groaning 

to You, Lord. Look with me in the mirror. There’s little or any flesh on my bones 

left and what there is, is tightly stretched across my bones like leather on the 

covering on a drum.” Have you been there? Tell the Lord! Say, “Lord, this is what 

I’m going through. Which of us cannot identify with this man who experienced 

anguish of body and soul! He was nothing but “skin and bones.” His calamity was 

a life-changing tragedy that had happened. He was overwhelmed, and he could not 

adapt easily or painlessly. But the psalmist’s plight was not only deep distress. 

 

It’s also was (2) DEEP LONELINESS, in verses 6, 7, “I am like a pelican/desert 

owl of the wilderness, like an owl of the waste places; I lie awake; I am like a 

lonely sparrow on the housetop.” The pelican and the owl are two unclean birds.  

The wilderness pelican, was an enormously ugly bird when roosting.  The meaning 

is that the psalmist felt unclean, unacceptable, and very much, all alone - the little 

bird, the sparrow that lost its way from the flock; yes, the sparrow who just sits all 

alone on the rooftop. This is personified gloom and doom and depression. “I am 

like a pelican of the wilderness; I am become as an owl of the waste places” These 

first two birds, the pelican and the owl are symbols not only of gloom and doom, 

but also of wretchedness, loneliness, depression and despair. This sparrow sitting 

on the roof top is a picture of withdrawal, withdrawal by a desperately hurting 

individual, lonely, isolated, and loneliness compounding the hurts of his heart.  
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Then there was (3) DEEP DARKNESS in his soul. Verses 8-10 state, “All the day 

my enemies taunt me; those who deride me use my name for a curse. For I eat 

ashes like bread and mingle tears with my drink, because of Your indignation and 

anger; for You have taken me up and thrown me down.” The reason the psalmist’s 

darkness was so deep is that He saw his deep distress, his deep loneliness, and his 

deep darkness as sovereignly orchestrated by God-that God had lifted him up to 

throw him down. The psalmist assigned all his troubles to God—God’s fault. 

Accompanying the deep darkness, there were (4) DEEP SHADOWS OF 

DEATH. Notice verse 11. “My days are like an evening shadow; I wither away 

like grass.” This psalmist knew he was a sinner and he knew death was ahead. He 

saw death’s long evening shadow fall. He knew that God was leading the exiles 

back home to rebuild Jerusalem, God had raised up his hopes, only to shatter them, 

v. 23 with the psalmists new and awful health issues. Was he blaming God? No 

more than Job, when he said, “Lord, You give and take away.” The psalmist 

understood that sin is our experience and that death finally comes to us all. Can 

God take it when we tell Him everything—our deep distress, loneliness, darkness, 

and shadows of death? I say to you all today. Spill it out and let God be pleased to 

hear from our lips all we are going through. Secondly, what else is in this prayer? 

 

LORD, HERE’S WHAT I’M HOPING FOR. (II.) When anyone seems as low 

as this overwhelmed psalmist, is there any hope? I rejoice, that in the deep despair 

we face as believers, we take a different route from the world. The world wants out 

of this world—they want to end their lives. This psalmist like each believer should 

allow himself to be down, but not out. He had hope. Listen to verses 12-22. “But 

You, O LORD, are enthroned forever; You are remembered throughout all 

generations. You will arise and have pity on Zion; it is the time to favor her; the 

appointed time has come. For your servants, hold her stones dear and have pity on 

her dust. Nations will fear the name of the LORD, and all the kings of the earth will 

fear Your glory. For the LORD builds up Zion; He appears in His glory; He regards 

the prayer of the destitute and does not despise their prayer. Let this be recorded 

for a generation to come, so that a people yet to be created (beloved, that’s even us 

today) may praise the LORD; that He looked down from His holy height; from 

heaven the LORD looked at the earth, to hear the groans of the prisoners, to set free 

those who were doomed to die, that they may declare in Zion the name of the 

LORD, and in Jerusalem His praise, when peoples gather together, and kingdoms, 

to worship the LORD.” The psalmist is low, but he isn’t done with himself or God. 

He still clings to God and goes on in this prayer to worship and praise God, and 

even to express his confidence that God is ready to listen and to answer him. This 

psalmist is saying, “Yes, I am down on the mat, but you don’t have me pinned with 
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both shoulders on the mat.” It sounds just like the apostle Paul in II Corinthians 4: 

7-10--- “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing 

power belongs to God and not to us. We are afflicted in every way, but not 

crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck 

down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the 

life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies.” 

 

This is nothing shrewd on the psalmist’s part, but be assured, he knew he was part 

of Zion, and though he knew he seemed to have many unanswered prayers, yet he 

felt sure God would redeem His people and he knew he was one of them. He said, 

v. 16, “For the Lord builds up Zion.” I know the same. We are grafted into the 

vine; we are the Israel of God—Galatians 4: 16, and God is going to build up Zion, 

and that includes you and me, beloved. The psalmist knew that he, too, was Zion.  

The time has come, he says, for God to arise and have compassion on His people! 

In the psalmist’s faith and hope, he saw the answer of the Lord coming, even 

though his own long experience of prayer and suffering yet was giving no 

indication God’s help was on the way. The psalmist confessed God's compassion 

and goodness, and His final rescue, even though he hadn’t seen any of it 

yet. Beloved, even my life and yours isn’t the last word. If I am martyred, it 

doesn’t negate the fact that God looks down at the earth and He hears the groans of 

the prisoners, and He often sets free those doomed to die. Why? It is so they will 

declare in Zion the Name of the Lord., v. 21  

 

Beloved, I rejoice at the dedication of a Dominican monk in Rome, a contemporary 

of Martin Luther, John Craig born in 1512. He embraced the principles of the 

Reformation, was accused of heresy by the Pope, and cast into prison called the 

Inquisition. John Craig was claiming Psalm 102: 20. The day before his martyrdom 

at the stake, God answered his prayers, even as God delivered Peter. James was 

beheaded as was John the Baptist. Why? Because that was God’s sovereign will. 

What happened to John Craig? Pope Paul IV died on August 18, 1559, the day 

before John Craig was sentenced to be burned at the stake. When the Pope died the 

night before, an insurrection broke out, the prisons in Rome were thrown open.  

John Craig escaped to Scotland where he became instrumental in the Reformation 

there along with his colleague, John Knox. No wonder Psalm 102 was his favorite 

psalm. It was his own testimony as we must share our testimonies—v. 20-22. 

There’s a third component in this lament—this psalmist’s prayer. It not only, 

“Lord, here’s what I’m going through,” and Lord, here’s what I’m hoping for.”  

 

LORD, HERE’S WHAT I’M LEARNING THROUGH IT ALL. (III.) Look 

with me at verses 23-28. “He has broken my strength in midcourse; He has 
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shortened my days. “O my God,” I say, “take me not away in the midst of my 

days—You whose years endure throughout all generations!” Of old You laid the 

foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will 

perish, but You will remain; they will all wear out like a garment. You will change 

them like a robe, and they will pass away, but You are the same, and Your years 

have no end. The children of Your servants shall dwell secure; their offspring shall 

be established before you.” I read this week the words of a pastor, Jason Jackson 

who expounded on these words and I cannot improve on them. He said, “It is a 

false teaching that Christians will not suffer, or will have all their problems wiped 

away if they claim it or pray for it.  God is in charge.  Life happens to everyone, to 

each of us differently to one degree or another. Why we endure the pains and 

troubles we endure is not often very clear to us.  God chooses to answer some 

prayers just the way we would like, and others He will seem to ignore.  But faith 

tells us that God is true, and that He is with us and hears our prayers and answers 

each one just as He promised He would.  It is just that not every answer is what we 

hoped for.  When we pray, "Thy will be done", however, we can be sure that 

petition is always answered "Yes!"  

 

What are these lessons God teaches us in our times of deep despair when we still 

hope in Him? I see seven lessons: (1) Don’t let a sure belief you are going to die 

keep you from praying God will let you fill out your years. God has proved 

this to me—v. 23, 24. (2) Don’t let the silence of God ever be interpreted as the 

uncaring love of God. v. 17. (3) Don’t forget that when God delivers us, He 

expects radiant testimonies of praise to Him in the gathered sanctuary. v. 21, 

22. – (4) Don’t forget that when your immediate difficult circumstances seem 

impossible, to direct your focus and vision from the immediate to the larger 

eternal picture. See verses 12-17. (5) Don’t forget that proclaiming God first as 

Creator opens the door to understanding Him as our Redeemer. Don’t get 

talked into agreeing with one gram or ounce of evolution. God is Creator. V. 

25, 26  (6) Don’t forget that Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today, yes and 

forever. v. 27 and Hebrews 13: 8. (7) Don’t forget that the eternality of God 

puts life back into perspective, remembering that the prayers of every saint 

find their answer in the ultimate success of God’s program. v. 28. Amen! 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


