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As we come to the close of another year, the year 2013, let me ask you a question: what 
shelter do you have in the stormy blast? What guard do you have while troubles last? It’s 
the question that Moses faced there in the wilderness. It’s the question the children of 
Israel faced as they wandered there in the wilderness and it’s the question that each one 
of us face. The storms come, what shelter do you have? Troubles last, what guard do you 
have?

Moses answers this question here in Psalm 90 by turning our direction immediately to the 
Lord. You see the way he begins this prayer in Psalm 90, 

“Lord, You have been our dwelling place in all generations.” 

And given his circumstances when he penned this prayer and offered up this prayer to 
God, this statement is a remarkable statement, isn’t it? For there was Moses and there 
were the children of Israel wandering in the wilderness day after day, week after week, 
month after month, year after year, without a land to call their own, without a home to 
call their own, living day after day after day in tents. 

Yet, Moses says, we do have a home and we do have a dwelling place and our dwelling 
place is the Lord God. He’s been the dwelling place of his people in all generations from 
the beginning of history to its very end. God is the dwelling place of his people. He is our 
dwelling place through all our trials and struggles. He is our dwelling place through all 
our joys and triumphs. He is our dwelling place through all our laughter and through all 
our tears. Always, every step of the way on this pilgrimage, this has been true, the Lord is 
the dwelling place of his people. He’s our safety. He’s our refuge. He’s our shelter. He’s 
our guard.

What a wonderful thing this is when you consider the fact that this God who is the 
dwelling place of his people is the eternal God. That’s where Moses’ thoughts go there in 
verse 2, 

“Before the mountains were brought forth, 
Or ever You had formed the earth and the world, 
Even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God.” 
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Moses is looking here to before the creation of the world, he’s looking back, as it were, 
before Genesis 1:1 and saying that God has always been there. He’s the Alpha and the 
Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end, the Ancient of Days. Without 
beginning of days, without end of life. There never was a time when God was not. There 
never is a time when God is not. There never will be a time when God is not. He is 
eternal God. He is the God who was and is and is to be. He is the God who revealed 
himself with the great name I AM, not I was or I will be but I AM. 

He is eternal God. He is not contained by time, time is contained by him. All of time and 
history is eternally present before him. He knows the beginning from the end, the end 
from the beginning. He is eternal God and as you begin to reflect on the eternity of God, 
these things that we cannot comprehend, Calvin said, “The finite cannot comprehend the 
infinite.” And yet as you begin to think on the eternity of God, you cannot help but begin 
to think on the mortality of man, how great God is, how small we are. 

That’s where Moses goes in verse 3 and following,

“You turn man to destruction,
And say, ‘Return, O children of men.’”

Literally, the first part of the verse reads, “You bring back man to dust.” Then the last 
part of the verse, “God says to man, Go back children of Adam.” You bring man back to 
dust. You say to man, Go back children of Adam. What are you thinking about when you 
hear those words? You’re thinking about Genesis 3. You’re thinking about the curse. 
You’re thinking about what God said there, “Dust you are and to dust you shall return.”

As a congregation, as the family of God, we’ve witnessed this in 2013, haven’t we? 
Seven of our loved ones have died this past year, six of them in a period of three months 
and we felt a bit overwhelmed by that, didn’t we? Funeral upon funeral, death upon 
death. 

I’m not sure we can begin to imagine how Moses must have felt in the wilderness those 
forty years. We’re told that approximately 600,000 men made the exodus from Egypt. 
That number doesn’t include the women and the children. If you bring the women and the 
children into account, you can easily double that number and it would still be a very 
conservative number: 1,200,000 people left the land of Egypt. You remember what 
happened shortly after they left the land of Egypt, it was only a matter of months before 
God brought them to the border of the Promised Land as he had promised to do and 
before the children of Israel entered the Promised Land, you remember, they sent 12 spies 
into the land to spy out the land and they were there for 40 days. Boys and girls, you 
remember how the story works itself out as the 12 spies come back and give their report 
to the children of Israel. Ten of those spies said, “The inhabitants of that land are too 
great and certainly we cannot go in and conquer the land and inhabit it.” Only two of the 
spies, Joshua and Caleb, said, “With God’s help and standing upon his promise, we can 
go in. He will give us the land.” And the children of Israel, being rebellious and sinful, 
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believed the ten spies who gave the bad report. They didn’t believe that God would bring 
them into the land. They didn’t believe that God would be true to his promise. They 
didn’t believe that God would keep his word. So, the Lord sentenced them to forty years 
of wandering in the wilderness: one year for each day the spies were in the land. During 
those forty years, all the adults 20 years old and above would die with the exception of 
those two good spies, Joshua and Caleb. 

I point that all out to you in order to give you something of the context of Psalm 90. Do 
the math: 1,200,000 people had to die in the course of forty years. That’s an average of 
30,000 deaths a year, 2,500 deaths a month, 625 deaths a week, 80 deaths a day, 3 deaths 
an hour. You get the point: the wilderness was littered with graves. And when you 
consider how small that geographical area was in which the Israelites wandered those 
forty years, a rather sobering picture comes to mind, doesn’t it? How often they must 
have passed the graves of those who had died. Each grave a vivid reminder that death 
would come to them all because of their sin and, of course, we don’t even know whether 
there were graves. How do you keep up with so many burials? Perhaps the bodies were 
just left to decompose there on the desert floor under the hot desert sun. Each body, each 
skeleton, each wasting heap proclaiming loudly, “Dust you are and to dust you shall 
return.”

Death, even one death, is overwhelming to us but not to God. You look at what Moses 
says there in verse 4, 

“For a thousand years in Your sight
Are like yesterday when it is past,
And like a watch in the night.”

Think of yesterday. How quickly the day went by. 24 hours is not much and yet this is 
what a thousand years is like to God. You take all that has happened in the world since 
the year 1013, all of that is to God like yesterday is to us. A thousand years to God is like 
a watch in the night, it’s like a matter of hours. The point: God is not contained by time, 
time is contained by God. If you’re not beginning to feel rather small and if you’re not 
beginning to feel rather insignificant when you consider all of these things and look at 
what Moses goes on to write in verses 5-6, 

“You carry them away like a flood;
They are like a sleep.
In the morning they are like grass which grows up:
In the morning it flourishes and grows up;
In the evening it is cut down and withers.”

Life is really nothing more than a vapor. Boys and girls, if you go out on a cold winter 
morning and you breathe, you can see your breath in a little cloud before you but it’s only 
there for a moment and then it’s gone. It’s what our life is like. God carries our life away 
like a flood, it’s like a sleep. We are like grass in the morning, it grows and flourishes and 
in the evening it’s cut down and withers. Here today, gone tomorrow.
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While it may not be pleasant for us to think upon such things, it’s good for us. It’s good 
to think upon the passing of time. It’s good to think on the brevity of life. “Better to go to 
the house of mourning than to the house of feasting.” It’s good for us to go to funeral 
homes to attend funerals, it’s good for us to walk through cemeteries from time to time 
because the knowledge of death has a way of reorienting us. It reminds us how short our 
life here really is and if you don’t think upon those things from time to time, you’ll 
quickly find yourself near the end of life facing death and looking back and saying, “How 
much I’ve wasted. How much I have thought upon the things that are temporary and 
fleeting away and how little attention I’ve given to the things that are lasting and eternal.”

When you begin to think on how short life here really is, you also begin to see how 
foolish our pursuits of sin really are. After all, what is it that has brought such futility 
upon man? Why this shortness of life? Why this return to dust? Why all these graves in 
the wilderness? Verses 7 and following give the answer,

“For we have been consumed by Your anger,
And by Your wrath we are terrified.”

God’s anger consumes us. His anger is not like our anger, his anger is righteous and holy 
and just and that’s the very reason why his wrath terrifies us. God is not a capricious 
God; he’s not an arbitrary God. He’s perfectly just and perfectly righteous and perfectly 
holy and deep down we know that his wrath is what we deserve. We’re accountable to 
him. We’re not unlike the children of Israel walking by those decomposing bodies out 
there in the wilderness knowing that in a short time, that will be us because we’ve sinned 
and “the wages of sin is death.”

God sees it all, verse 8,

“You have set our iniquities before You,
Our secret sins in the light of Your countenance.”

We cannot see God but he always sees us and the result apart from the mercy and grace 
of God is this, verse 9,

“For all our days have passed away in Your wrath;
We finish our years like a sigh.”

Verse 10, the boast of our years is 70 or 80 years and there are only two things of which 
we can boast in those 70 or 80 years of life: 1. we can boast of labor; 2. we can boast of 
sorrow. Here, again, we’re brought back to the curse in the Garden. We labor, we work 
and we sorrow. We work and we grieve. Our time is spent toiling and weeping. The sad 
world is a vale of tears. Our lives are cut off and we fly away.

Boys and girls, if you’ve ever been to a parade, certainly you’ve witnessed that scene of a 
hot air balloon going up into the air, it’s been cut off from someone’s hand or someone 
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has lost their grip on it and you see that brightly colored balloon against the blue sky and 
you watch it for a few moments and it becomes smaller and smaller. You try to watch it 
as long as you can but after a few moments only, it is gone and out of sight. That’s what 
our life is like.

Verse 11,

“Who knows the power of Your anger?
For as the fear of You, so is Your wrath.”

Here is a sobering thought: there is Moses standing in the wilderness in the midst of all 
these graves, in the midst of all this death and yet he says, “Who knows the power of 
Your anger? What we see here, with all these bodies around us, is only a small glimpse of 
the righteous and holy and just wrath of God against sin.” How foolish to waste our lives 
in sin against this great God. How foolish to live in rebellion against this great God and 
yet this is what we do and this is what we will go on doing. It’s what we are by nature 
and it’s why we’re so dependent upon the grace of God and it’s why we must do as 
Moses does here in verse 12, to cry out to God for his mercy and grace,

“So teach us to number our days,
That we may gain a heart of wisdom.”

Lord, let not the message of this sad vale of tears be lost on us. You know, we’re very 
good at closing our eyes to the things we don’t want to see. We’re very good at casting 
out of our minds the things we don’t want to think about. One of the things that strikes 
me most at funerals is how we can gather here and see a coffin there before us with the 
reality of death, every person in attendance knowing full well that that is his end and that 
is her end and that one day the casket, the coffin will be his or hers, that one day it will be 
mine. Yet we are confronted with death and our hearts remain hard.

By nature, you see, we do not number our days. We may reflect once a year on the 
closing of a year and on the passing of time but we don’t really number our days, do we? 
Only God can teach us to do this. Only God can teach us not to take a single day for 
granted. So, our daily prayer ought to be the prayer of Moses here, “Teach us to number 
our days, O Lord. Teach us to number this day. Teach us to number these 24 hours that 
are before us. To number them for this reason: that we might gain a heart of wisdom.”

What is a heart of wisdom? Well, a heart of wisdom is a heart that knows how short life 
really is. A heart of wisdom is a heart that knows that God doesn’t owe me another 
breath. A heart of wisdom is a heart that does not want to waste the time that God has 
given. A heart of wisdom is a heart that is increasingly looking less and less to the things 
that are temporary and fleeting away and looking more and more to the things that are 
eternal and lasting. A heart of wisdom is a heart that says, “I’ll spend time in God’s word 
because it is my life and I’ll spend time in prayer because I need to and I’ll spend time in 
service because it is a delight.” A heart of wisdom is a heart that flees to God. A heart of 
wisdom is a heart that trusts in God. A heart of wisdom is a heart that we see of Moses 
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here in Psalm 90. A heart of wisdom is a heart that is able to stand in the midst of the 
wilderness of this life surrounded by all the things of wickedness and of sin, surrounded 
by all the effects of wickedness and sin, surrounded by sickness and cancer and strokes 
and hospitals and surgeries and pain and affliction and arthritis, that stands in the midst of 
death, that stands in the midst of graves and of cemeteries and grief and tears and is able 
to say in the midst of all these things, “Lord, you are our dwelling place and while I can’t 
make sense of it all, this I do know, I know that there is an answer to the question Moses 
raises there in verse 11 and that that answer is an answer that begins to make sense of this 
life lived here in this sad vale of tears.” 

Do you remember his question? Who knows the power of Your anger? There is one. 
There is one who knows the power of God’s anger and who knows the power of his anger 
in all of its fullness and that one is Jesus and in him I begin to learn something about who 
God is and about what he has done and I begin to learn something that tells me that even 
though this life is a sad vale of tears, it’s not futile and it’s not joyless and it’s not all 
there is. Because as I look to Jesus, I begin to realize that while God is not bound by time, 
he gave himself to be bound in time. He came to die in the wilderness of this world for 
our rebellion and sin in order to raise up our bodies from the dead and to bring us into the 
Promised Land. 

It is in Jesus that God has turned the worst thing man has ever done into the salvation of 
his people and that’s what tells me that our lives here are not futile, they are not tragic. 
They are short to be sure and sometimes painfully short but God is at work and he’s 
fitting us for heaven. While we may not know how he will work through our failures and 
our weaknesses, our trials and our troubles, our griefs and our sorrows, we can trust that 
he is at work and that he’s conforming us to the image of his Son and that while our 
outward man is perishing, the inward man is being renewed day by day as he’s teaching 
us to look not at the things which are temporary and fleeting away but to look at those 
things that are eternal. He’s teaching us each day to live by faith and not by sight. 

He’s teaching us that it is in him that we live and move and have our being, that he’s our 
dwelling place, that he abides with us every single step of the journey. He’s been with us 
every second of every minute, every minute of every hour, every hour of every day, every 
day of every year. Never has he left us. Never has he forsaken us. He has abided with us 
always, his great faithfulness giving us strength for each day and bright hope for each 
tomorrow.

So, while this life may not always be easy and while this pilgrimage may at times be 
difficult, our God is with us and he’s bringing us through and everything he’s doing has a 
purpose and that purpose is to make us like his Son and to prepare us for heaven. I 
believe it was C. S. Lewis who once said that if you view this life as a place to be happy 
and that’s all, you’re going to be miserable but if you view this life as a training ground 
for eternity, then it’s really not all that bad. In fact, there is even joy in the journey which 
is really what the Apostle Paul said when he said that “these light afflictions which are 
but for a moment are working in us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory. 
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These present sufferings are not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be 
revealed in us.”

But you can only say these things if your faith is in Christ. Without him, it’s futile, it 
makes no sense. So, I can do no better at the close of this year as we meet for this final 
time in the year 2013, to call you once again to look to Jesus. As a Puritan preacher once 
said that he preached as a dying man to dying men, that’s true, I’m dying, you’re dying 
and the one hope we have is our Lord Jesus Christ, the one to whom we are called to look 
and to live because in him, beloved, you have a shelter in the stormy blast. You have a 
guard while troubles last. Your shelter and your guard is the eternal God. He is your 
dwelling place. He is your eternal home. To everything, every thing in this past year, “to 
everything there is a season and a time for every purpose under heaven.” 

Dear child of God, while you may not be able to make sense of all that God has done or 
is doing, of this you can be absolutely certain: he is making everything beautiful in his 
time and that is a comforting thought with which to close the year. Amen.
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