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TEACH US TO NUMBER OUR DAYS 

Psalm 90: 1-17 (A Prayer of Moses) and Ecclesiastes 12: 1-7 

Pastor Richard P. Carlson 

 

Henry David Thoreau once said interesting words. He said, “You cannot kill time 

without injuring eternity.” In one sense he makes a point speaking of us as 

individuals. In our attitudes and in our actions, what we do today has a direct 

bearing on eternity, both for ourselves and others. Most people these days view the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ as a call such as they received from their mother when they 

were young. Time and again, they would hear their mother call, “Supper, Johnny!” 

Time and again, they called back, “Coming, Mother!” Yet, they didn’t come. Many 

today hear God’s gracious words, “Come unto Me and I will give you rest.” Yet 

though they call back, “Coming, Lord,” but really they do not intend to come; they 

do not mean what they say! Beloved, remember this. Each of us can postpone 

decisions, but none of us can postpone eternity. Putting off salvation until 11:59 

doesn’t keep men and women from dying at 2: 30, 6:30 or 10:30. For those who 

procrastinate, there may never be an eleventh hour.  

 

Moses, the man of God, in this his only psalm in the 150 psalms, had a true 

concept of today in the light of eternity. The core of Psalm 90 seems to have a 

definite background—this psalm seems to have been written in the last few months 

of the 40 years of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness. That generation that 

left Egypt was dying off as God decreed it to be because of their disobedience and 

constant grumbling against Him. They grumbled that their children born during the 

Exodus were going to die in the wilderness. Nevertheless, rather, their children 20 

years old and younger were the only ones of the Israelites on the Exodus that got to 

truly enter the Promised Land.  

 

In the light of God’s promised judgment on Israel in the wilderness, Moses 

himself, was not able to enter the Promised Land because of his disobedience. In 

verses 1-11, Moses began to view the transitory, fleeting and temporal state of all 

men in the light of God’s eternity. Then in verses 12-17, Moses made a petition to 

the Lord. He prayed in verse 12, “So teach us to number our days that we may get 

a heart of wisdom.” If we can grasp with Moses the huge contrast of our temporal 

state contrasted with God’s eternity, then we too can ask with Moses his same 

petitions from God. It will mean we will quit postponing to be saved, and for 

believers, we will quit postponing doing the will of God. Rather, we will act now 

while there is time. Today, I want to bring to us from Psalm 90 (1) the three great 
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contrasts of between man’s time and God’s eternity and (2) what are the five great 

petitions of Moses in light of eternity? 

 

WHAT ARE THE THREE CONTRASTS IN MOSES’ PRAYER IN PSALM 

90 BETWEEN MAN’S TIME AND GOD’S ETERNITY? (I.) With these three 

contrasts, be aware that one of the greatest tragedies of death is yet one of life’s 

greatest certainties. This certainty is that though death always robs us of our loved 

ones on earth, what adds most often to the tragedy of death is that it does not 

always come in the chronological order that we expect. That’s when we need 

God’s comfort and at least one of God’s choice earthly comforters. Doug Manning 

in a book he wrote called, “Comforting Those Who Grieve” said of a true 

comforter who listens when we are grieving, “A good listener becomes a walking, 

touching, personal, intensive care unit.” I agree and having said that, I believe true 

comforters know the three contrasts Moses knew between man’s time and God’s 

eternity. What are these three contrasts? 

 

THE FIRST CONTRAST IS BETWEEN THE GENERATIONS OF MAN AND 

THE ETERNITY OF GOD. (1) Notice Moses’ words in Psalm 90: 1, 2. “Lord, 

You have been our dwelling place in all generations. Before the mountains were 

brought forth, or ever You had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to 

everlasting you are God.” Beloved, when we truly come to find eternal union with 

Christ, when we are regenerated, born again, and being kept by the power of God 

unto salvation, guess what we experience. We come to experience that God’s 

people have really only one true abode, only one true lasting home, and this world 

is not our home. We are just passing through. You see, our treasures are being laid 

up in heaven, where our eternal home is forever. Since we arrived back on 

September 17, 1976 in Rock Springs, we have lived in two locations. From 1976 to 

1990, our earthly home was 523 D Street. Then, from 1990 until September 28, 

2014, our earthly home has been 523 Q Street. Thirty eight years in Rock Springs 

may sound like a long time, but Moses’ words still ring in my ears. His contrast 

between our generations and God’s eternity keeps me on my toes. I try to keep up 

our home, but I know and you as believers should know that those who trust in the 

Lord, who abide in the Lord have an eternal home, a dwelling place not made with 

human hands, a Home that is secure, where trouble and storms and death can never 

come and can never sweep away. The eternal God who is our Refuge, our dwelling 

place is a certain and secure refuge because He always has been, even before 

creation, before the earth was formed, or the mountains were brought forth, He 

was, He is, and He always will be our dwelling place. Oh the contrast between 

“from everlasting to everlasting” and the words—‘in all generations.”  
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THE SECOND CONTRAST IS BETWEEN THE LIFE OF MAN AND THE 

LIFE OF GOD. (2) Notice verses 3-6. “You return man to dust and say, “Return, O 

children of man!” For a thousand years in Your sight are but as yesterday when it 

is past, or as a watch in the night. You sweep them away as with a flood; they are 

like a dream, like grass that is renewed in the morning, in the morning it flourishes 

and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers.” God has the power to end 

man’s life. As you know, no one knew this better than Moses did. He so wanted to 

lead the children of Israel into the Promised Land. Yet, all but Caleb and Joshua, 

the two spies that spoke words of faith, all the Israelites above the age of 20, 

including Moses, were doomed to die in the wilderness. Read the account in 

Numbers 14: 26—38. Throughout history, God’s decree has been realized in 

billions of lives. God’s word to Adam is still as true for us today as when He spoke 

it to him after Adam and Eve disobeyed the voice of the Lord in the Garden of 

Eden. God said, “For you are dust, and to dust, you shall return.” (Genesis 3: 19)  

 

God, Himself, is ever living, but in v. 3, Lord, “you return man to dust, and say, 

“Return, O children of man! We are mortal here on earth. God is immortal and our 

immortality with Him is not carried out in this life. To God, 1,000 years, v. 4, is 

but as yesterday to man when yesterday is over. v. 4. 1,000 years to God is as only 

one of the watches of the night—4 hours—one of the periods that we sleep, 

normally not being aware of the passage of time—v. 4 That’s one figure, but 

Moses, the man of God varies the figure of speech by thinking of life and death 

from man’s viewpoint. He says in v. 5,  “Life is like being carried away by 

floodwater—“You sweep them away as with a flood.” God himself has a hand in 

my death and yours. We read in Hebrews 9: 27, “It is appointed unto man once to 

die, and after this, the judgment.” Moses also says life is like a dream in our sleep. 

We imagine great things in our dream for ourselves, and then our dream is abruptly 

ended when we wake up just as death ends our dream. Moses goes on to say that 

life is very short and transient, v. 5, 6 like grass green with dew, renewed, wet and 

wonderful in the morning—fresh as a daisy, and then that same grass encounters a 

lawnmower and part of it is dead, withered and faded by sundown. There are 

beautiful pictures of death, but Moses, under inspiration, tells of the robbing and 

seemingly pre-mature treachery of death. His picture is stark—and it cannot be 

doubted that there is a stark, dark, grim, and brutal fatalness to death. When we see 

Moses’ picture, it makes me hurry, and get in a footrace with Peter and John to the 

empty tomb. I must go see for myself. Is Jesus risen? He is risen indeed. 

 

When Paul describes the starkness of death, he adds a nuance to death that helps 

me prepare for death a little more. Paul says in II Cor. 5: 8, that in death, we are 

absent from the body, present, or at Home with the Lord.” One portrait of death 

that helps me see more than the robbing of life in death, the cutting of the grass, the 
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end of the dream, the ending of life in the flood or tsunami—is a picture of a 

farmer. The farmer is standing on a crude makeshift raft with many of his cattle on 

it during flood stage. The angry stream is slopping waves up onto the raft and the 

cattle are looking wild-eyed and frightened. The title of the portrait is “Changing 

Pastures.” But don’t minimize the truth that Moses tells us that life is a dying life. 

We are born, dying and each day down here takes us closer to death.  

 

THE THIRD CONTRAST IS BETWEEN THE SIN OF MAN AND THE 

WRATH OF GOD, OR THE BREVITY OF MAN’S LIFE VERSUS THE 

DIVINE CAUSE FOR IT BREVITY. (III.) Notice verses 7-11. “For we are 

brought to an end by Your anger; by Your wrath we are dismayed. You have set 

our iniquities before You, our secret sins in the light of Your presence. For all our 

days pass away under Your wrath; we bring our years to an end like a sigh. The 

years of our life are seventy, or even by reason of strength eighty; yet their span is 

but toil and trouble; they are soon gone, and we fly away. Who considers the 

power of Your anger, and Your wrath according to the fear of You?” The final 

cause of death is sin. The cause for God’s wrath v. 7 is man’s sin. The Israelites 

had heard their verdict—they would die in the wilderness, and Moses here is 

looking back to the cause of their verdict. 8. (Read it!) God is a holy and a jealous 

God. Hell is not the devil’s concoction. It is a place of torment prepared (by God) 

for the devil and his angels and all unbelievers. In the words of Jesus in that final 

day of separating the sheep from the goats, of believers from unbelievers, those on 

the right, the sheep are welcomed into life. But those on the left, Matthew 25: 41 is 

clear. “Then He will say to those on His left, “Depart from Me, you cursed, into 

the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” Moses knew what it meant to 

live under God’s discipline for smiting the rock in front of the rebellious Israelites, 

when God had commanded him to speak to the rock. Deut. 3: 23-29. For the 

meekest man who ever lived, Moses, Romans 6: 23 is still true, “For the wages of 

sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 

Moses’ description of living, v. 9-11, under death’s sentence is dramatic. Look! 

 

1. We spend our years like a sigh, a whisper that is softly breathed and gone-

9b—or as “a tale that is told,” or as a “mumbling under our breath.” 

2. We live on an average 70 years and then we fly away-10-like a bird 

frightened from its roost. 

3. We are ignorant, we don’t know the power of God’s anger if we fail to give 

Him the reverence due Him-11. Jesus said in Matthew 10: 28 to His 

disciples, “And do not fear those who kill the body, but cannot kill the soul. 

Rather fear or reverence Him who can destroy—not kill both soul and body 

in hell.” The Greek word is apollumi. Apollumi does not mean kill. It means 

to utterly destroy spiritually all that makes existence desirable. This is no 
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extinguishing of life or extinction or annihilation, but it means spiritual ruin, 

spiritual destitution, and the spiritual perishing of the soul and spirit in hell 

forever where the worm never dies and the fire is not quenched.  

Notice v. 11. “Who considers the power of Your anger and Your wrath according 

to the fear of You? Only those who have union with the Lord, who are born again, 

and who know Jesus can escape the power of God’s wrath. Paul tells us in Romans 

2: 4-8, “Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and 

patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? But 

because of your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on 

the day of wrath when God's righteous judgment will be revealed. He will render 

to each one according to his works: to those who by patience in well-doing seek for 

glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; but for those who are 

self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be 

wrath and fury.” Do you know the power of His wrath? 

Now we know Moses was inspired to write Psalm 90. Did Moses get to enter the 

Promised Land? Listen to Deuteronomy 34: 1-7. “Then Moses went up from the 

plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the top of Pisgah, which is opposite Jericho. 

And the LORD showed him all the land, Gilead as far as Dan, all Naphtali, the land 

of Ephraim and Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the western sea, the 

Negeb, and the Plain, that is, the Valley of Jericho, the city of palm trees, as far as 

Zoar. And the LORD said to him, “This is the land of which I swore to Abraham, to 

Isaac, and to Jacob, ‘I will give it to your offspring.’ I have let you see it with your 

eyes, but you shall not go over there.” So Moses the servant of the LORD died there 

in the land of Moab, according to the word of the LORD, and He (God) buried him 

in the valley in the land of Moab opposite Beth-peor; but no one knows the place 

of his burial to this day. Moses was 120 years old when he died. His eye was 

undimmed, and his vigor unabated.” Is sin a big deal with God? Ask Moses 

because he begged to enter the Promised Land. But strange as it sounds, death for 

the believer is not the end of the story—and God’s burial of Moses’ body in Moab 

wasn’t the last word for Moses. Turn to Matthew 17: 1-5: 

“And after six days Jesus took with Him Peter and James, and John his brother, 

and led them up a high mountain by themselves. And He was transfigured before 

them, and His face shone like the sun, and His clothes became white as light. And 

behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, talking with him. And Peter said 

to Jesus, “Lord, it is good that we are here. If you wish, I will make three tents 

here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” He was still speaking 

when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, 

“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to Him.” “For the 
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believer, there is life after death, and a new body after death, like unto Jesus’ 

resurrection body. Dreams withheld in this earthly life may well be realized when 

we are clothed God’s glory. Moses made it finally to the Promised Land. Secondly,  

WHAT ARE THE FIVE GREAT PETITIONS IN MOSES’ PRAYER IN 

PSALM 90, IN THE LIGHT OF ETERNITY? (II.) Turn with me to Psalm 90: 

12-17. “So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom. Return, 

O LORD! How long? Have pity on Your servants! Satisfy us in the morning with 

Your steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. Make us glad for 

as many days as You have afflicted us, and for as many years as we have seen evil. 

Let Your work be shown to Your servants, and Your glorious power to their 

children. Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us, and establish the work of 

our hands upon us; yes, establish the work of our hands!” So what are Moses’ five 

petitions to the Lord in His mighty prayer here in Psalm 90? (1) Lord, cause me to 

come to the place where I consider the brevity of life so I can live my life, v. 12 

wisely for You. This calls for repentance. Moses is praying literally in the Hebrew 

for enablement to get or apply his heart to wisdom.—The Hebrew word for apply 

is bow. It means “cause me to come to the place” or “cause me to enter into the 

right understanding.” It is used of God causing Noah to enter into ark before He 

shut the door. What a teachable heart of humility Moses had! He called for God to 

cause him to come to the place where he would rightly number his days so that the 

Lord might cause him to be taught a heart of wisdom.” (2) Lord, turn Your face 

back to us. Don’t turn away from us and turn Your back on us. James 4: 8 

declares, “Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.” These words, “Return, 

O Lord” means come back to Your people. Moses, like Ethan—cries “How long?” 

and he goes further to cry, “Have pity on Your servants.”  

 

Lord, satisfy us with Your lovingkindness and make us glad for as many years 

as we have seen evil.—(3.) – v. 14, 15. Moses’ words remind me of Joel 2: 28 

where Joel cried, “Restore to us the years that the locusts have eaten.” Counter-

balance the affliction we have faced with joy and gladness. Satisfy us in the 

morning with Your hesed, Your mercy and steadfast love. (4) Lord, show us, 

make clear to us what you are doing—give us Your perspective in our training 

and discipline. v. 16. Show us how You are using us as You are using Your 

glorious power to deliver us. (5) Lord, shower us with Your favor and establish 

the work of our hands, for You alone can bring success.—v. 17. Moses is 

asking God to make His blessing sealed in his life. He is calling God to give him a 

glimpse of today in the light of eternity. Moses is asking God to establish his work 

for only God alone can prevent all our human efforts from being futile. In essence, 

Moses is crying to God to bring him back permanently under His grace and favor. 

Thus Book Four of the Psalms begins with a perspective able to change our lives.  


