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PSALM 90:  

“MOSES THE MAN OF GOD” 

 

We’re moving into Book IV of the Psalms. Like Book III there are only 17 Psalms in Book IV. 

Book IV progresses the history of Israel from exile to return. These Psalms seem to relate 

mainly to Israel post the exile in Babylon.  

These 17 Psalms also appear to have been used in relation to Jewish worship at the Feast of 

Tabernacles known as Sukkoth.   

“At the festival of Tabernacles we offer up seventy bullocks (as an atonement) for the 

seventy nations, and we pray that rain will come down for them” (Midrash Psalms 109.4) 

Why is Israel sacrificing 70 bulls at Tabernacles? Israel sees itself as a nation of intercessors 

for the sins of the Gentiles. This is a community of prayer! 

There’s several other things we should note: 

A. Rain. Don’t forget – Sukkoth was a traditional seven-day harvest festival celebrating 

the rain.  

B. Prophecy. The traditional Bible reading on the second day of Sukkot is taken from 

the fourteenth chapter of the book of Zechariah.  

In Zechariah 14, the judgment against rebellious nations is pictured as God withholding life-

giving rains from those nations disobedient and who do not come to Jerusalem to worship 

the Messianic King and celebrate Tabernacles. 

Curiously, the judgment in Ezekiel 38 upon hostile nations is also described as rain – as 

judgment rains “hailstones, fire and brimstone.” 

C. Evangelism. An additional portion read on Sukkoth speaks about the war between 

Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 38.13-39.16). This seems incongruous – what thematic 

relationship could this Scripture portion have with the Feast of Booths? The common 

thread uniting these two passages is God’s universal concern for the redemption of 

the nations. 

 

D. Joy/Futility. At Sukkoth Ecclesiastes is read. Here, Solomon emphasizes that life is 

short but not meaningless. Consider Ecclesiastes 9.9, an exhortation to:  

“Enjoy life with the wife whom you love all the fleeting days of life that have been granted to 

you under the sun—all your fleeting days, for that is your portion in life and in your toil that 

you toil under the sun.” 
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A disposition to enjoy life transforms its ephemerality from a source of anxiety to a focus on 

the healthy pleasures of humanity. Life becomes an end in itself. Sukkoth is about just 

enjoying life – but holding it all lightly! 

E. Book of Numbers. The fourth Book of Psalms relates to the Fourth Book of the Law. 

Numbers. Numbers is about journeying through the desert. Its name in Hebrew is 

bemidhbar = “in the desert.” 

In the desert the Israelites lived in tents and were exposed to the frailties of life. No food or 

water at times! Life was scaled back to its bare necessities. The desert is a kind of exile away 

from the homeland, Israel. It’s where you learn to do without.  

So that’s a summary of what’s going on at Sukkoth.  

The thing to know is that when Israel returned to the land after the exile in Babylon, they 

came to realise that even when they got home, they were still in exile, for exile becomes a 

spiritual concept at this time. They are still ruled by pagan peoples; they do not have their 

own anointed king. They are waiting for Messiah.     

That sets the scene to ask and answer our question today: Why does Moses get reintroduced 

at Psalm 90? Book IV begins with the Moses Psalm in the whole of Psalm, why?  

Psalm 90 has this caption: 

◼ A prayer of Moses the man of God. 

Well, the return from exile is a kind of new beginning. We are moving from darkness to light, 

right? 
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So Book IV is a step up out of darkness. The Land has been re-attained. But exile – as a spiritual 

reality – ongoes.  

It makes sense, therefore, that Moses must speak afresh. This is a kind of new beginning. 

Moses who led Israel through the desert must lead them again, pointing out the pathway 

ahead. So these 17 Psalms are used at Sukkoth to point out that Israel is still journeying to 

where its true home is. Living in tents is a sign that everything is not yet as it should be.   

What does Moses have to say? 

Psalm 90 is startling.  

 

1. THEOLOGY OF CREATION 

Moses unsurprisingly – since he is the source of Genesis – takes them back to the Creator 

God, the ruler of Heaven and Earth. Here is v.2: 

Before the mountains were born 

or you brought forth the whole world, 

from everlasting to everlasting you are God. 

This is the equivalent of: In the beginning God.  

The world is God’s. God is the God of the whole cosmos.  

 

2. SPIRITUAL WORSHIP 

But, this creation theology of Moses serves to underwrite another thought about when the 

whole world was the Temple, the place where God dwelt.  

Lord, you have been our dwelling place 

throughout all generations. 

That’s v.1 of the first Psalm of Book IV. It basically says our spiritual home is not the land not 

the physical structure of the temple but rather God himself.  

Here we see that exile has produced a kind of purification of Israel’s eyes. That’s what 

suffering and hardship does. Not only is the exile spiritual but worship is now spiritual, too.  

  

3. CELEBRATION OF LIFE 

I found this testimony.  

“I have always been a positive person, but the experience of having cancer has made me 

even more determined to live a purposeful life. I don’t concern myself with life’s small 

inconveniences, and I don’t have patience for chronic complainers.” 
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In the exile Israel discovered it had cancer, the cure was exile in Babylon – a kind of spiritual 

radiotherapy.  

When the cancer had gone, they were much more focused on what really mattered in life. 

Moses says it well because he highlights several things that matter to a meaningful life.  

 

A. Potentiality 

B. Frailty 

C. Mortality 

Let’s take these in turn.  

 

A. POTENTIALITY 

Moses says life is full of possibilities. But they can only be captured if we are realistic and wise.  

Teach us to number our days, 

that we may gain a heart of wisdom. (v.12) 

This Psalm is used at Sukkoth, right? Sukkoth is a wild party for seven days. Harvest, wine, 

partying, dancing, mirth. It’s called the time of our delight or joy! 

But, remember that what is read at Sukkoth is which scroll? Ecclesiastes! 

Ecclesiastes is sober, some might say dark and negative. It’s a balance to the joy and 

celebration because it reminds of life that it is a small bucket of possibilities. Life must be 

enjoyed but must also be lived carefully! 

It starts by remembering life is short: 

◼ Teach us to number our days 

That is the first step of wisdom; we reckon on our brevity of life: 

◼ so that we may gain a heart of wisdom 

Moses even puts a number on how short life is and thus the limits of possibility we face: 

Our days may come to seventy years, 

or eighty, if our strength endures; 

yet the best of them are but trouble and sorrow, 

for they quickly pass, and we fly away. 

He is echoing themes that Solomon will take up in Ecclesiastes, which is read at Sukkoth!  

 

“There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under heaven: 
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a time to be born and a time to die, 

a time to plant and a time to uproot, 

a time to kill and a time to heal, 

a time to tear down and a time to build, 

a time to weep and a time to laugh, 

a time to mourn and a time to dance, 

a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, 

a time to embrace and a time to refrain, 

a time to search and a time to give up, 

a time to keep and a time to throw away, 

a time to tear and a time to mend, 

a time to be silent and a time to speak, 

a time to love and a time to hate, 

a time for war and a time for peace. 

(Ecclesiastes 3.1-8) 

So possibility is limited by time. I cannot do everything in this life so I must choose wisely. 

So even in the midst of the party I’m summoned to develop a practical approach to time. How 

am I using my time? 

“Time is relative. In human life, time is experience. The faster you archive a significant 

experience to your memory, the more you live in the same clock time. In physics, experience 

is represented by the distance traveled, and this entire thing is called the Relativity of Time. I 

want to age and die through archiving my experiences, not watching my biological clock. 

Please don't waste my clock time with mediocrity and egotism, let me use it towards serving 

to others.” 

― Alper Mazun 

 

“Don’t allow time to while away but take hold of time and make a demand on it to bring 

forth offspring.” 

― Sunday Adelaja, How To Become Great Through Time Conversion 
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B. FRAILTY 

But we can’t make the most of time and the possibilities it offers us to make a difference in 

this world unless we also address our own frailty. So Moses says: 

All our days pass away under your wrath; 

we finish our years with a moan. (v.9) 

The truth is my life is frail. As a human being I am subjected to all sorts of infirmities and 

misadventures.  

Sometimes we see the hand of God in the tragedies of life; Moses says: 

We are consumed by your anger 

and terrified by your indignation. (v.7) 

Later in Book IV David will pray this offering support to what Moses says here in Psalm 90: 

 

As a father has compassion on his children, 

so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; 

14 for he knows how we are formed, 

he remembers that we are dust. 

15 The life of mortals is like grass,                   (Ps 103.13-15) 

We are subjected to all the frailty that goes with being the types of creatures we are: 

Our days may come to seventy years, 

or eighty, if our strength endures; 

yet the best of them are but trouble and sorrow, 

for they quickly pass, and we fly away.                     (Ps 90.10) 

So our possibility is constrained by time and frailty is the law of our existence. So Moses sums 

it up as  

C.  MORTALITY 

My possibilities are limited by the brevity of time and my life is governed by frailty. According 

to Moses, even while we are all celebrating the joys of Sukkoth, I face the problem of 

mortality: 

You turn people back to dust, 

saying, “Return to dust, you mortals.” 

4 A thousand years in your sight 
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are like a day that has just gone by, 

or like a watch in the night. 

5 Yet you sweep people away in the sleep of death— 

they are like the new grass of the morning: 

6 In the morning it springs up new, 

but by evening it is dry and withered.                 (vv.3-6) 

 

Like it or not I’m going to die.  

What am I living for then? Moses tells me. I cannot be immune from life’s brevity or frailty of 

mortality. What I need over my life is the divine compassion and favour: 

Relent, Lord! How long will it be? 

Have compassion on your servants. 

14 Satisfy us in the morning with your unfailing love, 

that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days. (vv.13-14) 

What may I pray for? Moses tells me.  

 

4. MY PRAYERS 

First, I can pray for: 

A. COMPASSION 

Second: 

B.  JOY 

Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted us, for as many years as we have seen 

trouble. (v.15) 

Next Moses says, despite brevity, frailty and mortality we can pray for: 

C. CHILDREN 

 

May your deeds be shown to your servants, 

your splendor to their children. (v.16) 

 

Then, finally, we can pray for: 
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D. DIVINE GRACE/FAVOUR 

Moses says it this way: that we can pray for meaningful work and life tasks which God blesses: 

 

May the favor of the Lord our God rest on us;  

establish the work of our hands for us— 

yes, establish the work of our hands. 


