
Psalm 90: Life is passing



Reflecting  on the  amount  of  suffering  human 
beings  endure  in  our  all  too  brief  life,  the 
psalmist  prays  that  God  will  desist  from 
punishing us for our sins and look upon us with 
love  so  that  we  may  prosper  and  experience 
happiness.

Psalm 90 (89)   (Mode 1.  5….65 / 3……23)



God, the source of our existence, is stable and eternal

O Lord, you have been our refuge 
from one generation to the next. 
Before there were mountains, 
before you formed the earth and its continents, 
you are our God,
without beginning or end.



By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until 
you return to the ground, for out of it you were 
taken;  you  are  dust,  and  to  dust  you  shall 
return’(Genesis 3:19). 

You return us ’enosh [vwøn∫a] to dust,

children of earth benim ’adam [M∂d∂a Myˆn√b] back to earth.

‘Remember that you fashioned me like clay; 
and will you turn me to dust again?’(Job 10:9). 



In  the  context  we  understand  God’s  words  as 
telling us to turn back to dust. Is God also telling 
us to turn back to God? 

‘All that is of earth returns to earth, and what is 
from above returns above’(Sirach 40:11).



‘A mortal,  born  of  woman,  few  of  days  and  full  of 
trouble, comes up like a flower and withers, flees like a 
shadow and does not last … There is hope for a tree if it 
is cut down, that it will sprout again, and that its shoots 
will not cease. Though its root grows old in the earth, 
and its  stump dies  in  the ground,  yet  at  the scent of 
water it  will  bud and put forth branches like a young 
plant.  But human beings die, and are laid low; humans 
expire, and where are they? As waters fail from a lake, 
and a river wastes away and dries up, so human beings lie 
down and do not rise  again;  until  the heavens are no 
more,  they  will  not  awake  or  be  roused  out  of  their 
sleep’(Job 14:1-2,7-12; see Job 4:19-21). 



‘Lord, let me know my end, and what is the measure of 
my days; let me know how fleeting my life is. You have 
made my days a few handbreadths, and my lifetime is 
as nothing in your sight. Surely everyone stands as a 
mere breath. Surely everyone goes about like a shadow. 
Surely for nothing they are in turmoil; they heap up, 
and do not know who will gather’(Psalm 39:4-6).



‘Do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the 
Lord  one  day  is  like  a  thousand  years,  and  a 
thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow 
about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is 
patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all 
to come to repentance’(2Peter 3:8-9).

For you a thousand years are like yesterday 
come and gone, passing with the swiftness of sleep.



‘Whether life lasts for ten years or a hundred or a 
thousand, there are no questions asked in Hades.’

(Sirach 41:4)

‘Like abundant leaves on a spreading tree that sheds 
some and puts forth others, so are the generations 
of  flesh  and  blood:  one  dies  and  another  is 
born’(Sirach 14:18).

You sweep away the years.
They pass like a dream upon awakening. 
They are like grass that springs up in the morning;
by evening it withers and fades.



As the psalmist sees it,  we have to live not only 
with  our  natural  limits,  but  also  with  divine 
punishment for our sins, the anger of the very one 
who is our only ultimate refuge (verse 1).

‘The  wrath  of  God  is  revealed  from  heaven 
against  all  ungodliness  and wickedness  of  those 
who by their wickedness suppress the truth.’

(Romans 1:18)

We are consumed by your anger, 
overwhelmed by your wrath.
You lay bare our guilt, 
our secret sins in the light of your countenance. 



All our days wither beneath your glance, 
our years come to an end like a sigh. 
Even if we live seventy years, 
or eighty if we are strong,
life is toil and trouble; 
the years soon pass, and we are gone.

Who can grasp the power of your anger? 
Who appreciates the force of your wrath?



‘When human beings have finished, they are just 
beginning,  and  when  they  stop,  they  are  still 
perplexed. What are human beings, and of what 
use are they? What is good in them, and what is 
evil? The number of years in their life is great if 
they reach a hundred. Like a drop of water from 
the sea and a grain of sand, so are a few years 
among  the  days  of  eternity.  That  is  why  the 
Lord  is  patient  with  them and  pours  out  his 
mercy upon them’(Sirach 18:7-11). 



‘Remember that my life is a breath; 
 my eye will never again see good’(Job 7:7). 

‘For misery does not come from the earth,
 nor does trouble sprout from the ground; 
 but human beings are born to trouble 
just as sparks fly upward’(Job 5:6-7).



‘And now, Lord, what do I wait for? My hope is in you. 
 Deliver me from all my transgressions. Do not make 
me the scorn of the fool. I am silent; I do not open my 
mouth, for it is you who have done it.  Remove your 
stroke from me; I am worn down by the blows of your 
hand.  You chastise  human beings  in  punishment  for 
sin, consuming like a moth what is dear to them; surely 
everyone is a mere breath. Hear my prayer, Lord, and 
give ear to my cry; do not hold your peace at my tears. 
For  I  am  your  passing  guest,  an  alien,  like  all  my 
forebears.  Turn your gaze away from me, that I may 
smile again, before I depart and am no more.’

Psalm 39:7-13



‘For old age is not honoured for length of time, 
 or measured by number of years; 
 but understanding is gray hair for anyone, 
 and a blameless life is ripe old age’(Wisdom 4:8-9). 

In verse three the psalmist spoke of God telling us to 
turn back. Here we pray for God to turn back to us!

‘Christ the wisdom of God’(1Corinthians 1:24).

Teach us to make use of our days 
that we may gain wisdom of heart.

How long, O Lord, before you turn back to us? 
Have compassion on your servants!



‘The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, 
his mercies never come to an end; 
they are new every morning; 
great is your faithfulness’(Lamentations 3:22-23).

Fill us in the morning with your love, 
that we may rejoice and be glad all our days.



‘It is God who is at work in you, 
enabling you both to will 
 and to work for his good pleasure’(Philippians 2:13). 

Give us joy to balance our affliction, 
for the years when we have suffered misfortune.
Let your servants, young and old,
witness the splendour of your action. 

Let the favour of the Lord our God
be upon us. 
Give success to the work of our hands. 
Give success to the work of our hands.



‘The  Lord  will  fulfil  his  purpose  for  me;  your 
steadfast  love,  Lord,  endures  forever.  Do  not 
forsake the work of your hands’(Psalm 138:8).

‘It is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to 
will and to work for his good pleasure’(Philippians 2:13).

‘I  heard  a  voice  from heaven  saying,  “Write  this: 
Blessed are the dead who from now on die in the 
Lord.”  “Yes,”  says  the  Spirit,  ‘they  will  rest  from 
their labours, for their deeds follow them.’

(Revelation 14:13)



‘God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with 
which he loved us even when we were dead through 
our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ - by 
grace you have been saved - and raised us up together 
and seated us together in the heavenly places in Christ 
Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the 
immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us 
in Christ Jesus’(Ephesians 2:4-7). 

‘I consider that the sufferings of this present time are 
not  worth  comparing  with  the  glory  about  to  be 
revealed to us’(Romans 8:18).


