
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
November 20, 2022 – THE HELP OF THE ETERNAL ONE  

I. GENRE:  Lament of the Individual with Corporate Identity  

A. Ps 102 starts out as a prayer of a single person, seeking God’s help 
in time of great distress. 

B. But it also speaks of Zion’s future restoration, giving the petitioner a 
sense of identity with God’s suffering people as a whole. 

C. The shift from the individual (vv. 1-11, 23-24) to the community (vv. 
12-22, 28) is so striking that some have felt this was originally 2 
poems that have been stitched together. 

1. But it is better to see the individual as someone who identifies 
with the suffering of God’s people. He is not only aware of his 
own problems but also those of others. 

2. It is possible that the individual is a personification of Jerusalem. 
Jeremiah wrote parts of Lamentations in this same way. 

3. Whoever the “I” is in the psalm, the unique heading (v. 0) 
indicates that the song is not to use in public worship but is 
suited for anyone who is pouring out their prayer for help to 
Yahweh. 

D. Traditionally, the church has regarded this as one of the 7 great 
penitential psalms (along with Pss 6, 32, 38, 51, 130, 143).  

1. In liturgical churches, this ps is traditionally read on Ash Wed. 

2. Though the psalmist does mention God’s wrath (v. 10), he never 
mentions any sin of his own. 

3.  It may be that that the suffering he endured was due to God’s 
historical wrath on Jerusalem, a time in which the righteous 
suffered along with the wicked. Cf. Jeremiah. In this case, the 
piece is not truly a penitential ps. 



II. SETTING 

A. AUTHOR & BACKGROUND 

1. The author is unknown but clearly not David. 

2. Because the ps speaks of the destruction & rebuilding of Zion 
(vv. 16-22), the poem must come from after 586 BC. 

3. The plight of the psalmist might be of someone who suffered 
great loss in the city’s fall, including injury, illness, and isolation 
(vv. 3-11). The psalmist anticipates an early death (vv. 11, 23). 

B. PLACEMENT 

1. Ps 102 is surrounded by two very different psalms of David: 101 
is a royal psalm of dedication, and 103 is a personal song of 
praise. In between them is this song of painful lament. 

2. While Ps 101 envisions of kingdom of righteousness, Ps 102 zips 
forward hundreds of years to after the kingdom has fallen. The 
anchoring encouragement is that God is still on His throne. 

3. There are many shared words between Pss 102 & 103. 
a. The days of one’s life (102:3, 11, 24; 103:15) 
b. The metaphor of grass (102:4, 11; 103:15) 
c. Dust (102:9; 103:14) 
d. God’s anger (102:10; 103:8) 
e. God’s enthronement (102:12, 19; 103:19) 
f. Gods’ eternality (102:12, 103:17) 
g. God remembered (102:12, 103:18) 
h. Many generations (102:12, 28; 103:17) 
i. God’s compassion (102:13, 103:8) 
j. God’s name (102:15, 21; 103:1) 
k. The fear of God (102: 15; 103:11, 17) 

III. STRUCTURE 

A. The song’s shift from singular to plural makes outlining a challenge. 

B. A growing consensus sees three major movements of lament, 
confidence, and closing lament concluding with confidence. 

IV. FEATURES & APPLICATION 

A. The Eternal God Interacts in Time. A recurring theme in Ps 102 is 
that Yahweh is eternal (12, 24-27). While everything else comes to 
end, He never does. This point does not imply that God is indifferent 
but that He is able to interject Himself in time whenever He wishes.  

B. Many Comparisons. Ps 102 is loaded with similes and metaphors. 
There are 9+ instances of “like” (vv. 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11a, 11b, 26a, 26b. 
Most of them are depressing descriptions of distress. 

C. A Lonely Bird. One recurring image is that of a bird. The psalmist 
feels like an isolated bird in the waste places. The two birds in v. 6 
are probably different species of owls, perhaps that tawny owl & 
screech owl. Owls are famous for being solitary creatures who 
making haunting, mournful calls. In addition, the OT law regarded 
them as ceremonially unclean, heightening the psalmist’s sense of 
isolation in his suffering. This avian imagery is very different from 
that of Ps 103:5, “Who renews your strength like the eagle’s.” 

D. Borrowing Hope from the Future. One of the great encourage-
ments the psalmist has is the thought that one day God will reverse 
the judgment on Jerusalem and rebuild Zion (vv. 13-17). This 
encourages him not only that future generations will know God’s 
grace but that He is able to intervene in his own time to bring relief. 

E. The Hope of the World. The psalmist not only envisions Jerusalem 
being restored but all the nations coming to see the glory of Yahweh 
(vv. 15, 22). The resolution of all our problems will find their 
culmination is God’s work in the end of the age. 

F. A Promise to Write. The statement in v. 18 is only mention in the 
Psalms of praise being written down for others to read. Recording 
God’s praise is an important way of passing down the faith from one 
generation to the next. Consider keeping a prayer journal! 

G. Jesus is the Eternal God. Hebrews 1:10-12 quotes Ps 102:25-27 and 
applies it to Jesus. This does not mean the Ps 102 is messianic in any 
direct way. Rather, the author of Hebrews takes words written 
about Yahweh and explains that they also describe Jesus. This 
bolsters his argument that Jesus is greater than the holy angels. 


