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OUR DWELLING PLACE IN ALL GENERATIONS
(Psalm 90)

SUBJECT:  Salvation, reconciliation to God.  
F.C.F:  Where can I find a permanent place to live?
PROPOSITION:  Since God alone is eternal, we must find our home in him.
INTRODUCTION:

It is an honor to be with you at this baccalaureate.  I must tell you that technically the baccalaureate has not actually started yet.  To be precise, the baccalaureate refers to an address in the form of a sermon that is delivered to a graduating class.  So let me go ahead and begin the baccalaureate proper by asking you a question.  


A.  Where are you going to live after high school?  That question may surprise you.  Already you have been asked a different question countless times, “What are you going to DO after high school?”  I’m more interested in where you are going to live.  Undoubtedly it will be a temporary arrangement.


1.  Some of you are headed for the dorm room.  Of course, the dorm room is a temporary situation.  You’ll be there eight or nine months and then move somewhere else for the summer.  You may inhabit numerous dorm rooms over the years. Or some of you might be in the same dorm room for 5, 6, or 7 years, but eventually they’ll make you move out.   

2.  And some of you may not go to college and move into an apartment, perhaps with some friends.  But that will also most likely be temporary.

3.  Some of you may get married right away, perhaps move into a “starter home.”  But, of course, the starter home is rarely the “finisher home,” and that place will be temporary as well.


4.  And some of you may continue to live with your parents.  They would want me to tell you that they are thinking that will be a temporary arrangement.  


So wherever you live after high school, it will probably be short-term.  And then what? 


B.  Moses, the author of Psalm 90, recognized the problem of finding a more permanent dwelling place in this life.  And that’s why he pointed us elsewhere:  “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. 2 Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” 


He spoke from his own experience.  Moses, you recall, was born into slavery in the foreign land of Egypt.  His real home was in the land of Canaan.  And when he was a baby, he was adopted into the home of the Pharaoh’s daughter.  But at the age of 40, Moses reclaimed his heritage with the Hebrew slaves and was forced to flee.  For the second 40 years of his life he again lived without a permanent dwelling.  He lived as a nomad, a shepherd in the forgotten wilderness.  He married and had sons.  And when he was 80 years old, God called him to go back to Egypt and rescue his people from slavery and extermination.  At this late age, he was finally on the way to his true homeland along with the people of God.  


And Moses explains… 

I. WHY WE FIND NO LASTING DWELLING PLACE HERE.


From the vantage point of his great age and experience, and under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Moses has some difficult news for us.  He shoots straight and clarifies our situation.  

A.  One reason why we find no lasting dwelling place here is because we are inadequate.  Moses writes in verses 3-4:  “3 You return man to dust and say, “Return, O children of man!” 4 For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night.”  We are inadequate.  We are literally made of the wrong stuff, and so we have no lasting place to live here.  As the Puritan Thomas Watson noted, we are only dust and air.  A few weeks ago I was driving home from a hospital visit.  I noticed a dust devil in a newly- worked field.  A swirling wind had picked up a cloud of dust and it resembled a mini-tornado.  It lasted a minute or so, and then it was gone, as quickly as it had appeared.  That’s precisely what you’re made of, that’s you:  dust and air.  And someday, for all of us, the air will deflate, and the dust will settle. 

B.  Another, similar reason why we find no lasting dwelling place here is because we are impermanent.  Moses explains this in verses 5-6.  “5 You sweep them away as with a flood; they are like a dream, like grass that is renewed in the morning: 6 in the morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers.”  Perhaps it is better to compare our lives to grass rather than dust:  at least the grass is alive, for a while.  But, in time, Moses notes that everyone gets swept away like a flood, like a fading dream.  The great English composer Isaac Watts set this Psalm to verse in a hymn found in almost every hymnal, “O God, Our Help in Ages Past.”  Listen to how Isaac Watts renders verse 5:
       Time like an ever rolling stream, bears all its sons away, 
They fly forgotten as a dream dies at the op’ning day.

Or to put it simply, people just don’t last very long.  People get old, they decline, and die.  Several years ago I stopped at a fast-food counter in Sioux Falls.  I noted the menu board said, “Small coffee:  74 cents.”  When she brought my coffee, she said, “That will be 38 cents.”  I pointed to the menu board and said, “I thought coffee was 74 cents?”  She replied, “Well, over fifty.”  I said, “I’m not over 50!” And she replied, “Okay, that will be 74 cents.”  

But that was long ago.  Now I can get those over-50 discounts. 
Time like an ever rolling stream, bears all its sons away, 

They fly forgotten as a dream dies at the op’ning day.

C.  But even more, Moses reminds us that we are unacceptable.  And here’s where it gets really serious.  “7 For we are brought to an end by your anger; by your wrath we are dismayed. 8 You have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your presence.”

Our greatest need of all is somehow to be linked to the One who is eternal.  Yet it is at this very point that we find ourselves most vulnerable and exposed to the greatest danger.  Verse 3 spoke of God’s returning man to dust.  And this, of course, is a reference to God’s terrible curse upon our first parents when they had broken faith with him:  “for you are dust, God said, and to dust you shall return.”  


Moses saw firsthand the devastating effects of sin.  When God’s people approached the Promised Land at Kadesh Barnea, they sent twelve spies in to survey the land.  The majority report of the 10 spies was that the inhabitants of the land were just too strong for them; they could not conquer them. And the people believed the bad report and refused to try.  So God cursed that faithless generation, and they all died and their bodies returned to dust in the wilderness:  they never made it home.  Thirty-eight years later, after that generation had died, Moses himself disobeyed God, and he was also barred from entering the Promised Land.  He never made it home.  He never found a lasting dwelling place in the land of Canaan.  


Our sins have made us unacceptable to God.  And we, too, are barred from the good land, from finding our permanent dwelling place in God alone.  

D.  And the result is that we are miserable.   
Moses writes:  “9 For all our days pass away under your wrath; we bring our years to an end like a sigh. 10 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. 11 Who considers the power of your anger, and your wrath according to the fear of you?”  

Puritan pastor John Newton wrote the hymn, Amazing Grace.  Many consider it to be the most beloved hymn in the English language.  What’s remarkable is that in that hymn we confess that we are “wretched.”  

Amazing Grace how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me.
The most beloved hymn of all declares that we are wretched, and we willingly sing along, because deep down we know it’s true.   


The word “wretched” has two basic meanings, both quite accurate according to God’s Word.  On the one hand, to be “wretched” is to be sinful, that is to be shameful, base, and vile.  We are sinners.  We have broken God’s holy Law, not accidentally, but willfully.  We share in the rebellion of our first parents.  When it comes to the choice between what God requires and what we desire, we continually tell Almighty God “I want what I want when I want it.”

But to be wretched also means that we are miserable.  There is a reason why there is so much brokenness and pain in the world.  The Catechism reminds us that because of our fall into sin we have “lost communion with God, are under his wrath and curse, and so made liable to all miseries of this life, to death itself, and to the pains of hell forever.” (WSC19)

In the book of Daniel there are many wonderful stories:  the fiery furnace, the lion’s den, and so forth.  One of the lesser-known stories is of the feast of the Babylonian king Belshazzar.  It was actually a drunken orgy of iniquity, but Belshazzar went too far.  He brought out some of the captured cups and vessels from the Hebrew Temple and proceeded to blaspheme the living God.  Suddenly a hand appeared out of thin air, and a finger wrote, etching into the plaster of the palace wall:  “Mene, Mene, Tekel, Parsin.”  Belshazzar turned white in terror.  Nobody could decipher the meaning.  

And then Daniel was summoned.  He read the dreadful message from God to Belshazzar:  “You have been weighed in the balance and found wanting.”  And that night Belshazzar lost his life.

Can you read the handwriting on the wall? God’s Word says that you have no lasting dwelling place here, none of us do.  That’s because we’re inadequate, impermanent, unacceptable to God, and, let’s be honest, miserable.

So how can we be reconciled to God and enjoy this lasting dwelling place in him?
II. HOW WE FIND A LASTING DWELLING PLACE IN GOD.

A.  First of all, we must take stock of our situation.  The way back begins with a sober acknowledgment of all these truths.  That’s why Moses prays:  “12 So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.”  Have you numbered your days so that you gain this wisdom?  In a normal lifespan, Graduate, you have only 21,900 days left, though that is by no means guaranteed.  That may seem like a lot until you realize that you’ve already spent over 6,500 of your days; about a quarter of your days are already done.  They’re gone forever.  


What this means is that it is far wiser at graduation time to consider the end of your life than it is to focus on the present.  “Teach us to number our days.”  What will be worth it when all your days have expired?  In Luke 12, Jesus told the parable of a rich fool who lived only for this world.  One year he got a bumper crop, and he thought he had it made.  He said to himself, “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ 20 But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’”  He did not number his days. He forgot to consider the end of his life, and Jesus said he was a fool.

B.  We must also cry out to God for mercy, forsaking the sin that ruined us in the first place.  Moses prays in verse 13:  “Return, O LORD! How long? Have pity on your servants!”  The reason we can hope in God’s pity is because of his steadfast love.  Moses prays in verses 14-16:  “14 Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love, that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. 15 Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted us, and for as many years as we have seen evil. 16 Let your work be shown to your servants, and your glorious power to their children. ” 

Jesus said something about this lasting dwelling place in John 14:  “2 In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?” What’s often missed about this text is the way that Jesus has prepared that place for us.  He was the carpenter’s son, but he’s not talking about building a home—that’s already built:  “In my Father’s ARE many rooms.”  No, he was going to prepare a place for his people by going to the cross and dying for sinners.  


Because of our wicked rebellion against God we are unacceptable and miserable, but Jesus lived a sinless life, and he was perfectly acceptable to God.  And then he willingly gave that perfect life to pay the ransom for sinners, that we might be reconciled to God and find our lasting dwelling place in the Eternal One. 


We count as a hero the soldier on the battlefield who falls on the grenade to save his friends.  But the Gospel tells us that God threw the grenade at us, the penalty we deserved for our many sins.  And then God himself, in Jesus Christ, fell on that grenade to save us from his own wrath.  It is while we were yet sinners that Christ died for us.  That’s the Amazing Grace of which John Newton wrote.  Love for a friend is perfectly reasonable.  Love for wicked criminals and enemies is beyond all reason.  Yet that is the love of God for sinners.

Guilty, vile and helpless we, Spotless Lamb of God was He,

Full atonement! Can it be? Hallelujah! What a Savior.

C.  And then we must not live for self, but for Christ.  Moses prays: “17 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!”  “Lord, in this impermanent world where nothing lasts, not even me, make my life count.”  Jesus said it this way in Mark 8:36:  “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”  What lasting value is there in gaining a world that is perishing if you perish with it? St. Paul urges in 1 Corinthians 15:  “Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”

By God’s grace, Moses understood this.  That’s why the writer of Hebrews says that Moses “considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.” (11:26)   Like Abraham before him, Moses was “looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God…, the better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city.” (10, 16)
CONCLUSION


So where are you going to live after high school?  Because you are disconnected to God due to your sins, you have no lasting dwelling place anywhere.  The best known Bible verse, John 3:16, says that because you are disconnected to God, you will “perish.”  How much wiser to consider the end of your life—to “number your days” and turn from sin and self. 

Trust in Christ, hoping in his astonishing love.  And then live for Christ.  With Moses, forfeit, throw away this world’s pleasures and treasures to gain an everlasting share in the “better country” which God has prepared for those who love his Son, because he “is not ashamed to be called their God.”  


“So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom,” and turn from sin, and turn to Christ, and find in God alone our everlasting dwelling place in all generations.  Amen.
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