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Psalm 90
Haunting or Hopeful?

A prayer of Moses,  
the man of God
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  Lord,  
         You have been our  
         dwelling place  
                           in all generations. 

Such beautiful words from a lovely, yet also haunting 
psalm. It is a psalm that I have read countless times 
over the last 30 years and have always been intrigued 
by the fact that it is attributed to Moses. But even more, 
I have been drawn to the amazing phrases, revelations 
and insights that are contained within it. Psalm 90 
demonstrates the power of words—power to cause 
one to stop and reflect, to ponder deeply and to be 
motivated to reach for something—or Someone—far 
beyond ourselves and our current situation in life. 
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Psalms of Moses
In Hebrew, the opening words are: Tefilah leMoshe ish haElohim  

אישׁ־האלהים) למשׁה   A prayer of Moses, the man of God.”  This phrase“—(תפלה 
begins the psalm which many Christian scholars believe is the only one written 
by Moses. However, many Jewish scholars and rabbis believe that it is the first of 
eleven consecutive psalms that Moses wrote, attributing Psalms 90–100 to him.

An intriguing explanation comes from Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki of the 11th 
century—better known as Rashi—who declared that these eleven psalms corre-
spond to the eleven blessings which Moses bestowed upon eleven of the tribes of 
Israel as seen in Deuteronomy 33. The tribe of Simeon was excluded because they 
had led the orgy that resulted in the deaths of thousands of Jews, seen in Numbers 
25. Others point out that the theme of each of the eleven psalms relates to a specif-
ic tribe, with Psalm 90 relating to the tribe of Reuben and a theme of repentance. 

According to the Talmud, David drew upon the works of ten scholars, includ-
ing Moses, adapting and incorporating their writings into his Book of Psalms. 

Since Moses was the author of this one, it is the oldest of all the psalms. And 
if you agree that Psalms 91–100 were also written by him, then these eleven 
psalms are the oldest in the entire collection. 
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Let that great  
and glorious work of  
     giving Your people a complete deliverance, 
which You have long since designed and promised,  
        be at last accomplished and manifested to us,  
                                    and in the sight of the world.



When Was 
Psalm 90 
Written?

Another topic that 
should be briefly addressed 
is the lack of any specific 
time period mentioned 
in the psalm. However, 
most rabbis and Christian 
scholars believe that it was 
probably written in con-
nection with Israel’s failure 
at Kadesh-Barnea (Num. 
13-14), where instead of 
entering the Land by faith, 
the Israelites turned back 
in unbelief and God judged 
them. This psalm appears 
to be Moses’ personal  
reaction to the crisis. He 
turned to God in prayer 
and sought the One who 
was his—and Israel’s—eternal abiding place. In fact, years later Moses would say 
to Israel, “The eternal God is a dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms” 
(Deut. 33:27a).

The great Baptist preacher of England, Charles Spurgeon, agreed with this 
interpretation, saying, “The condition of Israel in the wilderness is so preemi-
nently illustrative of each verse, and the turns, expressions, and words are so 
similar to many in the Pentateuch.” 

In The Torah Anthology, Rabbi Shmuel Yerushalmi describes Psalm 90 as “a 
lament over the frailty of man and the short span of his days.” While it does 
contain such a sentiment, I believe this psalm is so much more than a lament 
as it contains revelations of God, of man and of life that are invaluable to our 
understanding of all three; and it contains prayers that can be applicable to any 
person in any age.  

Martin Rozenberg, author of the Jewish commentary, Book of Psalms, encour-
ages that “this psalm is to be understood as being primarily a poem to God’s 
greatness.” How important is that in our day? Man in his pride looks at all his 
technological and medical advances and often thinks that he is the Master of the 
Universe. But Adonai is the only omniscient and omnipotent One. Let’s take a 
closer look now at how clearly God makes this truth known. 
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God Our Refuge
It is easy to see that Psalm 90 is basically writ-

ten in two parts, beginning with Moses’ contem-
plation of God and man in the first eleven verses. 

The psalm begins, “Lord (Adonai), You have 
been our dwelling place in all generations” (v. 1). 
What a magnificent verse! Doesn’t your heart 
just soar as you read these words? Notice that 
he doesn’t say, “The Tabernacle has been our 
dwelling place,” but “You.” God is not only a 
Person, a living being we can relate to, but He 
is a place where we can dwell, a place where 
we can go, a refuge or even a haven. David and 
others call Him a rock, a hiding place, a strong 
tower, a place of refuge in every situation of 
danger and distress. In the writings of the Apos-
tles, Paul says of God, “…in Him we live and move 
and have our being” (Acts 17:28a NKJV). As His 
people’s “eternal home,” God has always been 
the focal point of Israel’s existence. 

“…You have been our dwelling place in all gener-
ations.” Moses is not just thinking about the gen-
erations that he has observed in his lifetime; he 
is thinking about all generations since the very 
beginning—a revelation he certainly would have 
had along with the revelation of the Creation ac-
count. At the very least, he would be referring to 
the generations beginning with the call of Abra-
ham. What a wonderful God to be a dwelling 
place for His people during all that time.

“Before the mountains were born or You gave 
birth to the earth and the world, even from everlast-
ing to everlasting, You are God” (v. 2). This faithful 
One has always been there. From eternity past 
and on into eternity future, God always has, and 
always will, exist. The mountains are mentioned 
because they are the most enduring part of the 
earth that God has formed. And I love the fact 
that in the Hebrew, it simply and powerfully 
says, “from everlasting to everlasting, You God”—
Atah El (אתה אל). God is all in all; He is the only 
eternally existing One; an eternal home. 

Psalm 90—Haunting or Hopeful?  l  5

...From  
everlasting  
  to everlasting, 

You are    
    God...

K
av

ra
m

/s
hu

tt
er

st
o

ck
.c

o
m



Brevity of Life on Earth
Moses seems to express an ominous tone as he declares in verse 3, “You turn 

man to destruction, and say, ‘Return, O children of men.’” The New American Stan-
dard Bible (NASB) says, “You turn man back into dust,” while the New King James 
Version (NKJV) says, “You turn man to destruction.” Either word is accurate, since 
to be turned to dust is synonymous with destruction. Rashi writes, “You turn 
man back until he is crushed. You bring afflictions upon man until You turn his 
strength and arrogance to frailty and humility. Then his pride is crushed.” Some 
rabbinical teachers also emphasize that verse 3 is really saying, “Repent, O sons 
of men. You [God] constantly remind men that they will return to dust from 
where they came and that they should therefore repent without delay. All day, 
every day, God’s right hand is outstretched to encourage and welcome those 
who must repent.” Oh, how this message needs to be communicated in our day, 
even if it sounds archaic and foolish to modern ears.

“For a thousand years in Your sight are like yesterday when it passes by, or as a 
watch in the night” (v. 4). So Moses begins his lament over man’s brief lifespan. 
What a contrast we see in the brevity of a person’s life compared with the eter-

nality of God; it is just a tiny 
blip on a radar screen! 

The Pickering Bible Com-
mentary puts it this way: “Man 
walks across life’s stage for a 
moment, a clay vessel that is 
destined to disintegrate into 
dust when his tiny part has 
been played…Man’s timescale 
is minute to God, who surveys 
human history spread before 
Him like a map.” What a pic-
ture of God and His ability to 
see all of human history like a 
map spread before him. In His 
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eyes, a whole millennium is only a “yesterday now over” as The Jerusalem Bible 
puts it, or a three-hour watch in the night. 

“You have swept them away like a flood, they fall asleep; in the morning they are like 
grass which sprouts anew…toward evening it fades and withers away” (vv. 5, 6b). We 
see the transitory nature of a person’s existence, how our lives are like a flood 
that has quickly swept everything away; like a sleep or a dream that is but a few 
minutes long or the grass that quickly shoots up, but is gone by evening.

One of many examples that comes to mind is Alexander the Great, who, 
after conquering much of the known world in his day, died at the young age 
of 32. The shortness of human life frequently occupied the thoughts of biblical 
writers, as well. Many verses on the subject can be found in other Psalms and in 
Job, Ecclesiastes, Isaiah and James. 

Consumed by Your Anger
“For we have been consumed by Your anger and by Your wrath we have been dis-

mayed. You have placed our iniquities before You, our secret sins in the light of Your 
presence. For all our days have declined in Your fury; we have finished our years like a 
sigh” (vv. 7–9). These verses clearly describe the situation of the children of Is-
rael in the wilderness who are living out a death sentence pronounced on them 
when they refused to proceed to the Promised Land (see Num. 14:20–38).  

Notice that God’s anger “consumed” them; and the NKJV says that “by Your 
wrath we are terrified” (v. 7). How tragic it is that modern man rarely seems to 
attribute adverse circumstances in his life to the displeasure of God, preferring 
instead to speak of a nebulous “Mother Nature” rather than the holy, Almighty 
God. Ephesians 2:3 and other verses make it clear that sinful humans live under 
the wrath of God. In Hebrew, the word “wrath” comes from the root word for 
“nose,” an allusion to that most prominent physical manifestation of flaring nos-
trils and heavy nasal breathing when one is angry. What a graphic picture this 
word gives us of the emotional reaction of God to sin and rebellion!

This should serve as a warning to all people: when we choose to disobey 
God and go our own way, we are inviting God’s anger and wrath and can  
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find ourselves swept away, cut down or con-
sumed. Or, if this doesn’t occur, verse 9 tells 
us that our days will pass away “like a sigh”— 
obviously, a tragic way to end one’s life when  
we consider that a sigh is a long, deep, audible 
breath that usually expresses sadness, tiredness 
or frustration. 

“As for the days of our life, they contain seventy 
years, or if due to strength, eighty years, yet their pride 
is but labor and sorrow; for soon it is gone and we fly 
away” (v. 10). Here we learn the general length of 
a person’s life on earth. Various scholars believe 
that this statement could not have come from 
Moses due to the fact that he and Aaron, Joshua 
and Miriam, and others lived to be well over one 
hundred years old. But the ages of these leaders 
appear to be the exception and not the rule. In 
Moses’ day, life had come to be very much the 
same in duration as it is with us. This is brief, 
indeed, compared with the men of earlier times, 
and it is nothing when contrasted with eternity.

Man’s mortality is recognized as not only a 
Divine decree but a result for which man is re-
sponsible. Our mortality and the length of our 
lives is the result of sin. As Moses described it, 
we see that life lived separate from God is noth-
ing but labor and sorrow and we are soon gone. 
The unusual strength which may allow a man 
to live as long as 80 years (or more) only lands 
the aged man in a place where life is a weariness 
and a woe, or “toil and trouble,” as the Revised 
Standard Version words it. 

Then the psalmist asks, “Who really under-
stands the power of Your anger and Your fury, ac-
cording to the fear that is due You?” (v. 11). If we 
did, we would not waste our lives as so many 
do in useless endeavors. We must fear the Lord 
and honor Him, and use our brief lives for His 
glory. As it says in Proverbs 9:10, “The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” 

This pessimistic assessment of life is by no 
means Moses’ last word, but a realistic prelude 
to his words of optimism—optimism even in 
the face of the harsh realities of life, bringing us 
to the second part of the psalm where Moses’ 
actual prayer begins.
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God’s Blessing and Man’s Yearnings
“So teach us to number our days, that we may present to You a heart of wisdom” 

(v. 12). This is probably one of the most important verses of Psalm 90. This 
verse shows us how to properly respond to God through the numbering of 
our days, an act of humility and recognition of the finiteness of our lives on 
this earth. This is exactly what I found myself doing from the start of my time 
here in Israel, counting the days and realizing how wise it is to be aware of 
how each day is lived. 

In these six concluding verses, in just a few words, Moses voices his prayers 
to God—prayers that can have great relevance to us today. 

How often do you use the promises and prayers in the Scriptures to formu-
late your own prayers? There are numerous examples throughout the Bible that 
can serve as guidelines, and even specific prayers, for us today. From Moses in 
the Torah, to David in the Psalms, to Paul in the writings of the Apostles, there is 
a multitude of prayers that can form the basis of our own prayer lives each day. 
Moses’ prayers in this psalm are a prime example. 

Praying 
Moses’ 
Psalm

“So teach us to number our 
days” (v. 12). Lord, remind us 
often of how short our lives 
are, what a gift each day 
is and the need to treasure 
each day and use it wisely. 
Rozenberg comments, “By 
counting the years of one’s 
life, one by one, a person be-
comes better impressed with 
the brevity of life.” That is a 
heart of wisdom. 

“Return, O Lord! How 
long? And have compassion on 
Your servants” (v. 13 NKJV). 
O Lord, come to me in mercy 
again! Don’t leave me here to 
wallow in my misery. How 
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long do I have to struggle or go through this? Please have compassion on me, 
for I long to serve you and I long for my life to be pleasing to you.

God does not turn away from His people when we sin or when we’re strug-
gling, but it often seems that way to us. When we focus on our circumstances, 
we wonder: Where are you, Lord? How long must I wander in this place alone? 
But He is there, just as He was with His constantly stumbling people in the 
wilderness. They had rebelled, but they had not utterly forsaken the Lord. God 
had severely disciplined Israel, yet they were still His people, and therefore He 
was entreated to deal favorably with them. God’s mercy and compassion is still 
extended to us today.

“O satisfy us in the morning with Your loving-kindness, that we may sing for joy 
and be glad all our days. Make us glad according to the days You have afflicted us, and 
the years we have seen evil” (vv. 14–15). Lord, today was a difficult and discourag-
ing day, but I look to You to bring me a new perspective and joy in the coming 
new day. Let me be satisfied with Your love. I cling to the words of Psalm 30:5b, 
“Weeping may last for the night, but a shout of joy comes in the morning.”

Even though the Israelites were living under God’s wrath and everyone 
from age 20 and above—except for Joshua and Caleb—was doomed to live out 
their days in the wilderness, Moses understood that God’s nature and char-
acter was that of loving-kindness and compassion—a Father who could still 
give them reason to sing for the rest of their lives. His loving-kindness will be 
there for us as well.

“Let Your work appear to Your servants, and Your majesty to their children” (v. 16). 
Lord, I ask you to manifest Your power to me in the situations that are surrounding 

 10  l February 2014

O satisfy 
      us in the morning  
           with Your  
loving-kindness         
    that we may  
      sing for joy  

     and be glad  

             all our days.     

A
ck

ab
 P

ho
to

g
ra

p
hy

/s
hu

tt
er

st
o

ck
.c

o
m



me. Your deeds in the past prove Your power and Your faithfulness and I ask You 
to encourage me once again. And may my children and grandchildren be aware of 
Your glory and majesty and choose to follow You with all their hearts. 

The prayer of Moses and the Israelites might have continued thus: “Let that 
great and glorious work of giving Your people a complete deliverance, which 
You have long since designed and promised, be at last accomplished and mani-
fested to us, and in the sight of the world.” 

“And let the beauty (no’am) of the LORD our God be upon us, and establish the 
work of our hands for us; yes, establish the work of our hands” (v. 17 NKJV). The 
Hebrew word no’am is amazing in that it can mean kindness, pleasantness, de-
lightfulness, beauty, favor, splendor and agreeableness. The very same word is 
found in Psalm 27:4 where David said, “One thing I have desired of the LORD, that 
will I seek: That I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold 
the beauty (no’am) of the LORD, and to inquire in His temple.”

With that in mind, we might pray, “Lord, I ask for Your beauty, favor, kind-
ness and delight to be upon me and with me at all times. You are not just a God 
of anger and wrath, but You are full of loving-kindness and compassion and 
grace. I ask You to guide and establish the work that You have given me to do.” 

Apart from God’s no’am toward His people, all that the Israelites attempt-
ed—and all that we attempt—is in vain, echoed in Psalm 127:1. His no’am is the 
secret of purposeful living and work that lasts (1 Cor. 15:58).
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Scripture is taken from the New King James Version, unless otherwise noted.
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Gone at last is that pessimism of verses 3–12, 
and we see that life under God’s lordship (v. 1) 
means joy and fulfillment.

This is what Moses knew in his forty years of 
walking with God. Adonai Eloheinu had been his 
joy and his fulfillment; and He was Moses’ dwelling 
place from Egypt to the wilderness, to Mt. Nebo and 
on into glory. “Lord, You have been our dwelling place 
in all generations.” 

By Rev. Dan Brown, BFP Staff Writer
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