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Psalm 90:1–17  
A PRAYER OF MOSES, THE MAN OF GOD.  
 
1Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. 2Before the mountains 
were brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from 
everlasting to everlasting you are God. 3You return man to dust and say, “Return, 
O children of man!” 4For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when 
it is past, or as a watch in the night. 5You sweep them away as with a flood; they 
are like a dream, like grass that is renewed in the morning: 6in the morning it 
flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers. 
 
7For we are brought to an end by your anger; by your wrath we are dismayed. 8You 
have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your presence. 9For 
all our days pass away under your wrath; we bring our years to an end like a sigh. 
10The 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. 11Who considers 
the power of your anger, and your wrath according to the fear of you? 12So teach us 
to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom. 
 
13Return, O LORD! How long? Have pity on your servants! 14Satisfy us in the 
morning with your steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. 
15Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted us, and for as many years as 
we have seen evil. 16Let your work be shown to your servants, and your glorious 
power to their children. 17Let 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! 
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The Fleeting and the Eternal 
Psalm 90:1-17 

 
In early 2017 Gail and I went to a pastor’s retreat cabin in Yampa, Colorado. We 

flew to Denver. On the way Southwest Airlines gave us a great panorama of 
the Rocky Mountains. From 10,000 feet you can see a huge swath of the front 
range south of Denver. You can see the daunting scope and magnitude of the 
Rockies and realize how majestic the world God made is, and how small we 
really are. Later that day we visited Becky Casselberry Mitchell and went for 
a short hike in the foothills near Littleton. Down on ground level, on the edge 
of those majestic mountains, you couldn’t see a one of them. The foothills 
appear big, but you really haven’t got the true perspective. The same thing 
that is true of a geography is true of time. We tend to see time in the moment, 
or with respect to the immediate past or the near future. I’ve recently learned 
that I have cataracts, and my appointment to have them evaluated for surgery 
is September 10th. Suddenly the less than two weeks before that appointment 
seems like a long time. But I’ve worn glasses for sixty years. From that 
perspective two more weeks of eye-uncertainty isn’t really a big deal. 

This week we’re starting a series in the Psalms that I’m calling “Exalt the Lord Your 
God.” Between now and Thanksgiving we’ll look at Psalm 90 through Psalm 
100. The goal is to immerse ourselves in the character of God as worshiped 
by the psalmists. We’ll see how God is our creator and our dwelling place. 
We’ll look at his justice, his righteousness, his holiness and much more, and 
learn to look up to God and exalts him. This expansion of our understanding 
is an appropriate response to the series we just completed, where over and 
over we saw how our culture exalts self, and measures all things by self. 

We begin this week with a key truth about God, that he is eternal and we are not. He 
has an eternal perspective. We fail even to grasp our limited lifetimes. Psalm 
90 shows how looking at our days from God’s eternal perspective gives them 
meaning. Let’s begin with Psalm 90, verses 1-6. Lord, you have been our 
dwelling place in all generations. 2Before the mountains were brought forth, 
or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to 
everlasting you are God. 3You return man to dust and say, “Return, O children 
of man!” 4For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is 
past, or as a watch in the night. 5You sweep them away as with a flood; they 
are like a dream, like grass that is renewed in the morning: 6in the morning it 
flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers. 
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Psalm 90 is actually the beginning of what is known as Book IV in the traditional 

division of the Psalms. Although there are exceptions, in general the Psalms 
of Book I, Psalms 1-41 tend to be personal, those of Books II and III, Psalms 
42-89 to be national, and those of Books IV and V, Psalms 90 to 150 to be 
concerned with worship, with exalting God through corporate, and personal, 
praise. Psalm 90 is the only Psalm that names Moses as its author. This has, 
of course, been disputed, especially by those who question even David’s 
authorship of the Psalms. But this Psalm has several allusions to Genesis 1-3, 
and several to Deuteronomy 32 and 33, which Moses wrote. The ascription 
itself “A Prayer of Moses, the Man of God,” was probably not written by 
Moses, but by someone including his prayer in the Psalms, “The man of God,” 
is a title used of Moses in Deuteronomy 33, Joshua 14 and Ezra 3. 

Verse 1: “Lord, you have been our dwelling place, or refuge, in all generations.” 
We’re going to focus on the word ‘dwelling place’ next week where it is richly 
used in Psalm 91. On a simple level it is a habitation, a dwelling, a place to go 
to live or to hide. Moses wants us to remember that this has been true “in every 
generation.” As the author of Genesis through Deuteronomy, his task has been 
to trace the working of God from Adam to Abraham to the Exodus. Despite 
the fall of man into sin, which he is painfully aware of, he knows that God has 
always been a place of safety for all who would take refuge in him. 

But this leads to his key thought about God, the key characteristic of God that 
informs this Psalm. Verse 2: “Before the mountains were brought forth, or 
ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting 
you are God.” God is eternal. He existed before “in the beginning.” He existed 
before the mountains were brought forth, before he formed the earth and the 
world. He exists from everlasting to everlasting, from eternity past to eternity 
future. As Derek Kidner says “This opening of the psalm corresponds to the 
close, in that God is seen here as our God, whose eternity is the answer, not 
simply the antithesis, to our homelessness and our brevity of life. The middle 
stanzas will display the darker side of the picture, revealing our membership 
of a race under judgment; but that fact is not given the first word or the last.” 

We’ve already talked a little about what that looks like. The string with the dot on it 
is a feeble illustration of the reality, but it gives you some image. The other 
classic illustration is the bird on the mountain. Imagine the tallest mountain in 
the world, a huge pinnacle of bare rock thirty thousand feet in the air. Once 
every thousand years a little bird struggles to the top of the peak and takes one 
peck at the highest point of the mountain.  When the pecking of that bird has 
worn that mountain to a flat plain, eternity will have just begun.  
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This is like the eternity that God experiences, but it’s more like the eternity that we 

are promised. All through Scripture, especially in John, you and I as believers 
are promised eternal life. John 6:47 “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever 
believes has eternal life.”  The book of Revelation shows that to be an endless 
succession of moments. Revelation 22:1 “Then the angel showed me the river 
of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of 
the Lamb 2through the middle of the street of the city; also, on either side of 
the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each 
month.” The bearing of fruit each month shows that eternity will have time. I 
It will be moment after moment with time markers to show the passing.  

Yet in a sense this is not the same eternity Scripture ascribes to God. Because God 
was before the beginning of the world, he was before the existence of time. In 
some wonderful way God exists outside of time, as if the universe in at least 
four dimensions, three of space and one of time was a vast bubble surrounded 
by an ocean of eternity. In the bubble time marches on, but the ocean is outside 
the bubble and sees it all at once. Wayne Grudem defines it this way: “God 
has no beginning, end, or succession of moments in his own being, and he 
sees all time equally vividly, yet God sees events in time and acts in time.” 
“Before there was a universe, before there was time, God existed . . . Time, 
therefore, does not have existence in itself, but . . . depends on God’s eternal 
being and power to keep it existing. God does not experience   a succession 
of moments. To God himself, all of his existence is always ‘present.’”  

We’ll look at verse 3 in a minute, but Moses concludes this thought in verse 4 “For 
a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a 
watch in the night.” Because God is outside of time, he doesn’t experience its 
duration as we do. Grudem says “Even if it were possible for us to live “a 
thousand years, we would remember very few events from hundreds of years 
earlier, and the clarity of that memory would be very low.” But here Scripture 
tells us that God views a thousand years “as yesterday.” He can remember all 
the detailed events of a thousand years at least as clearly as we can remember 
the events yesterday. Yet Peter tells us that he is so present in this world that 
he can also experience one day as if it were a thousand years. 

In verses 3, 5 and 6 Moses begins to describe the contrast between this eternal God 
and the fleetingness of human life. Verse 3 “You return man to dust and say, 
‘Return, O children of man!’ Verse 5 “You sweep them away as with a flood; 
they are like a dream, like grass that is renewed in the morning: 6in the 
morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers.” The 
image of grass that withers under the hot sun is common in Scripture.  
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In Isaiah 40, for example, the same image is used not so much to show the eternity 

of God, but to the permanency of his word. “The grass withers, the flower 
fades, but the word of our God will stand forever.” Forever is another 
“eternity” word, used with wonder and hope by prophets and psalmists.  

So what have we seen? The main point, really. God is eternal. The rest of the Psalm 
works out the implications of this, but this is the characteristic of God that 
we’re looking up toward today with praise and thanksgiving. God is not like 
man, changeable and fleeting. God is the same yesterday, today and forever. 
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever, for He is God the Son. 
When Jesus says “I am with you always, even to the end of the age,” we can 
count on that, because Jesus Christ is eternal. We can count on all of God’s 
promises, because the one who made them is eternal, outside of time. He sees 
their fulfillment even as he makes them and makes sure they come to pass.  

But man returns to dust. Why? Verses 7-12 tell us. It’s not the way we were supposed 
to be but is the result of sin. For we are brought to an end by your anger; by 
your wrath we are dismayed. 8You have set our iniquities before you, our 
secret sins in the light of your presence. 9For all our days pass away under 
your wrath; we bring our years to an end like a sigh. 10The 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. 11Who considers the power of 
your anger, and your wrath according to the fear of you? 12So teach us to 
number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom. 

Verse 7 shows God’s judgment, which is our mortality: “We are brought to an end 
by your anger; by your wrath we are dismayed.” But why is there anger and 
wrath? Verse 8 “You have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the 
light of your presence.” The word iniquity means “to bend, to twist, to distort, 
to deviate from the way.” God laid out the way of life, the way of 
righteousness, and we distorted it. We see this in the sins of our age, whether 
sexual, materialistic or egoistic. We have taken something God designed for 
good – sex or the provision of our needs or our design in his image – and bent 
it toward harming others, depriving others or lording it over others. This is 
true for all of us. We know we should make an effort and show kindness, or 
put away distractions and focus on God, or not have our irritations become 
anger, but temptation makes us stupid and we turn from what we know to be 
right. God sees these turnings. They are right in front of his face. Our secret 
sins are exposed by the light of his presence. We may think we’ve gotten away 
with sin, but there are no secrets from God, nothing is hidden from his sight. 
All this leads, back to verse 7, to his wrath and anger.  
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Verses 9 and 11 return to this wrath. “For all our days pass away under your wrath; 

we bring our years to an end like a sigh.” Moses is still concerned with the 
fleetingness of life, and “like a sigh” is especially evocative. But he attributes 
this mortality to the wrath that is God’s response to sin. The Hebrew word 
translated wrath in verse 7 has to do with the building up of heat, like a fever. 
Our sins cause God the kind of anger that feels like heat in your chest. The 
word translated wrath in verses 9 and 11 has to do with movement, with a fire 
breaking out or a flood bursting forth. This is wrath expressed. We are like 
grass that grows up, but grass in which there is iniquity and hidden sin, so that 
we last but a day, and the heat of the sun burning down on us withers us. In 
verse 10 Moses unpacks the metaphor. “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.”  Death is the inevitable end of human life. 
Some may live to a hundred, some may die in their twenties or in their forties. 
We strive to put it off, but the death rate is still a hundred percent. And life is 
toil and struggle. Some may have it easier than other, but few can fail to see 
the struggle. The presence of Hurricane Ida in Louisiana or COVID in our 
hospitals are current indications of the uncertainty of life in a broken world. 

But we have a tendency to ignore these things, to hide our heads in the sand. Verse 
11 “Who considers the power of your anger, and your wrath according to the 
fear of you?” In other words, who attributes life in a broken world and death 
in a broken world to sin against a Holy God?  Who fears God? The new 
atheists like Sam Harris tell us the world is completely deterministic, entirely 
by cause and effect. Human action is entirely determined by past experiences 
and neurological states. Others say that with our science we can conquer death 
and nature and the threats of the world. We don’t need to see God’s hand in 
any of this. Still others would say it’s all meaningless. Death and life are both 
illusions and you can believe in a God or not, it doesn’t matter. Only Scripture 
sees this correlation between human choices, in the garden and in our own 
lives and the brokenness and death that result. Moses saw this clearly, not only 
in Genesis, “in the day you eat of it you will surely die,” but in all his words. 
In Deuteronomy 11 he says “Take care lest your heart be deceived, and you 
turn aside and serve other gods and worship them; 17then the anger of the 
LORD will be kindled against you, and he will shut up the heavens, so that 
there will be no rain, and the land will yield no fruit, and you will perish 
quickly off the good land that the LORD is giving you.”  

Verse 12 “So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.” 
Moses is praying on behalf of God’s people, praying that we not be lulled into 
false security by failing to recognize the reality of death and judgment.  
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As the writer to the Hebrews says in the New Testament, “It is appointed for man to 

die once, and after that comes judgment.” God is eternal, but only in this 
fleeting life can we make the choice that determines how we spend eternity. 
The key to that choice, Moses says, is a heart of wisdom. He’s talked about 
the fear of the Lord. Scripture teaches that the fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of wisdom. But, as Willem VanGemeren says people “generally do not pay 
attention to the divine law of sin and retribution. One reason for this is that 
the full brunt of God’s anger is withheld and unknown. The frustrations in life 
are explained away or accepted as long as there are not too many problems.” 
The greatness of God’s wrath should evoke fear, and that fear should lead us 
to wisdom, and that wisdom should lead us to repentance and trust. 

Before we move on, we need to remember that as an Old Testament Psalm, this 
scripture does not fully lay out the way of rescue. There are many Psalms that 
call us to repent, many that call us to trust, but they only call us implicitly to 
Jesus. Praise God we live on the other side of cross, so we know that the 
answer to sin and to death and to the brevity of life was fully revealed in the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Paul teaches, like Moses, that “all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” but then he says we are “justified 
by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” Again, 
Paul teaches like Moses, that the wages of sin is death, but then he adds that 
“the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” In Jesus we 
receive eternity as a gift. Jesus said “I am the resurrection and the life. He who 
believes in me will live, even though he dies; 26and whoever lives and believes 
in me will never die.” When we believe, when we trust in Jesus, we find the 
eternal life that our sin and the brokenness of the world have torn from us. 

Yet Moses believes and trusts God without knowing these details. He’s not in despair 
about this. He cries out to God as one who knows the eternal steadfast love of 
God. At the end of the Psalm he pictures life lived in the light of God’s 
steadfast love and in hope. Psalm 90, verses 13 to 17: Return, O LORD! How 
long? Have pity on your servants! 14Satisfy us in the morning with your 
steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. 15Make us glad 
for as many days as you have afflicted us, and for as many years as we have 
seen evil. 16Let your work be shown to your servants, and your glorious power 
to their children. 17Let 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! 

The remainder of the prayer looks for a reversal of what has gone before. In verse 3 
God had rebuked man with his ‘Turn back to dust!’ now man returns this cry 
to God: “Turn back to us” with mercy. Have pity on your servants.  
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This is, once again, an echo of something Moses wrote in Deuteronomy. Chapter 32 

verse 36 “For the LORD will vindicate his people and have compassion on his 
servants, when he sees that their power is gone.” Moses knows that God’s 
intention is to do the very thing for which he pleads. 

Verse 14 “Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love, that we may rejoice 
and be glad all our days.”  The contrasts continue. Whereas in verse 9 “all our 
days,” because of our iniquity and sin, are “under your wrath,” now we can 
rejoice and be glad all our days. Instead of a morning that passes away, as we 
do, with a sigh, we can have a morning that satisfies us with God’s steadfast 
love. We’ve talked about this word, “hesed,” many times. Steadfast love is 
when someone who owes me nothing gives me everything. Yet it is not true 
that God owes me nothing. He owes me wrath. But he gives me steadfast love. 

In the book Gentle and Lowly that I’ve talked about off and on, author Dane Ortland 
dives deep into the relationship of wrath and mercy in God’s character. He 
says, first, that “all of God’s attributes are non-negotiable. For God to cease 
to be, say, just would un-God him just as much as if he were to cease to be 
good. . . . God is not the sum total of a number of attributes, like pieces of a 
pie making a whole pie; rather, God is every attribute perfectly.”  But then he 
quotes Puritan author Thomas Goodwin. Let me paraphrase: “My brethren, 
though God is just, yet his mercy may in some respect be said to be more 
natural to him than all acts of justice. In these acts of justice is a satisfaction 
of an attribute. Yet there is a kind of violence done to himself in it. “I have no 
pleasure in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord.” Ezekiel 18:23. He 
exercises justice, but there is something in his heart against it. When he comes 
to show mercy, that is his natural disposition. He does it with his whole heart. 
There is nothing at all in him that is against it. In Lamentations 3:33, when he 
speaks of punishing, he says, “He does not from his heart afflict nor grieve 
the children of men.” But when he comes to speak of showing mercy, he says 
he does it “with his whole heart, and with his whole soul,” Jeremiah 32:41. 

Ortlund says, “there are some things that pour out of God more naturally than others. 
God is unswervingly just. But what is his disposition? What is he on the edge 
of his seat eager to do? If you catch me off guard, what will leap out of me 
before I have time to regain composure will likely be grouchiness. If you catch 
God off guard, what leaps out most freely is blessing. The impulse to do good. 
The desire to swallow us up in joy. This is why Goodwin can say of God that 
“all his attributes seem but to confirm his love.” This is why Moses can end 
this Psalm with boldness and confidence. Verse 15 “Make us glad for as many 
days as you have afflicted us, and for as many years as we have seen evil.”  
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In justice we deserve to wither in one hot day, but in steadfast love we can count on 

God to make us glad for many days. As Joel says, God gives us back the years 
the locusts have taken. This fulfillment may not be in this life, but that’s the 
beauty of eternity. God is eternal and we are given eternal life in Jesus, so God 
has plenty of time to pour out blessing on those who have sinned and suffered 
in this broken world. And all of this glorifies God “Let your work be shown 
to your servants, and your glorious power to their children.” It’s not about us, 
though God blesses us far beyond what we deserve. But it’s about God, the 
glory he receives when his work and his power are displayed on our behalf. 

The final verse is a cry of faith, asking that the eternal grant eternal favor. “Let the 
favor, or beauty, of the Lord our God be upon us, and establish the work of 
our hands upon us; yes, establish the work of our hands!” The word establish 
implies bringing something into being that has guaranteed permanence. So, 
the heavens are established by God. Covenants are established by God. King 
David’s throne was established by God. Now, because God is from everlasting 
to everlasting, even the works of our hands need no longer be like the grass 
that fades, but can be established forever. Before Jesus all we knew was 
iniquity and secret sin. Before Jesus all we deserved was death and wrath. But 
in Jesus death has died, in Jesus sin is forgiven, and in Jesus eternal life means 
that the work of our hands and the praise of our lips is established forever. 

So what have we seen? God is eternal, outside of time, seeing and knowing all things 
at once. We are fleeting. Because of the fall, our destiny is death and because 
of iniquity, our fleeting days are toil and trouble. But the God of steadfast love 
has rescued us in Jesus, and now we rejoice in his glorious power, his beauty, 
and his favor, which establishes forever even us mortals and even our works. 


