O GOD OUR HELP IN AGES PAST
New Years Eve 2010 – Psalm 90

A woman walked into her bathroom at home. As she did, she saw her husband weighing himself on the bathroom scales, sucking in his stomach. The woman thought: He thinks that he will weigh less by sucking in his stomach.  She said to her husband: That’s not going to help. He replied: Sure it will. It’s the only way I can see the numbers.

Each of us faces many concerns and questions as we begin 2011. For many the focus is on the physical side of life.   Let’s be encouraged in the spiritual side of life as we reflect on that great hymn: O God, Our Help In Ages Past.  

PARAPHRASE OF PSALM 90
Isaac Watts wrote this in the 18th century. This hymn is considered to be one of the finest ever written and perhaps the best known of his 600 hymns. He’s known as the father of English hymnody. This hymn is a paraphrase of   Psalm 90, a prayer of Moses. Moses pours out his heart to the Lord during the years that Israel wanders in the desert.             The Lutheran Service Book, #733 has six of the nine verses.  Let me compare the hymn with the Psalm:
Verse One and Two: Psalm 90:1: Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations.
1) Our God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come, our shelter from the stormy blast, and our eternal home. 2) Under the shadow of Thy throne still may we dwell secure; sufficient is Thine arm alone, and our defense is sure. God is a dwelling place. The Hebrew word means a protective shelter. We must never forget that our Father is the protective roof over our heads, an oasis of refreshment and encampment for his people for all generations. 
Verse Three: Psalm 90:2: Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting your are God. 3) Before the hills in order stood, or earth received her frame, from everlasting Thou art God, to endless years the same. The word born can also be translated to twist, or dance. Think of it!  It makes sense, doesn’t it? You can’t really sit in a lawn chair and create a Llama. God danced our world into existence. Try explaining that to a child. This is a very hard concept to grasp that God is the creator not the created. Moses begins with the forever ness of God so that he can contrast that with the finiteness of man. 
Verse four: Psalm 90:3-4: You turn men back to dust, saying, Return to dust, O sons of men. For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night. A missing verse goes:             *Thy Word commands our flesh to dust, return, ye sons of men: All nations rose from earth at first, and turn to earth again. 4) A thousand ages in Thy sight, are like an evening gone; short as the watch that ends the night, before the rising sun. Kansas had a song in the late 1970s; we are “dust in the wind.” We are dust and we will return to dust. Even the longest recorded life, Methuselah lived 969 years, is but a day to the Lord.  Just dust in the wind!
Verse Five: Psalm 90:5-6: You sweep men away in the sleep of death; they are like the new grass of the morning-though in the morning it springs up new, by evening it is dry and withered. A missing verse:                    *Like flowery fields the nations stand pleased with the morning light; the flowers beneath the mower’s hand lie withering ere ‘tis night. 5) Time, like an ever-rolling stream, bears all its sons away; they fly forgotten, as a dream dies at the opening day. We are like the grass that starts out in the morning standing strong but, by late in the day, withers by the hot sun. The great stream of time rolls on. Our main focus this evening.
Verse Six: Psalm 90:10 & 12: The length of our days is seventy years-or eighty, if we have the strength; yet their span is but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away. Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom. A missing verse: *The busy tribes of flesh and blood with all their cares and fears, are carried downward by the flood, and lost in following years. 6) Our God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come; be Thou our guard while life shall last, and our eternal home. A sign was posted on the land of a farmer who had a problem with people taking a short-cut across his land.    It read: If you are going to cross this field, you had better do it in 9.8 seconds; the bull can do it in 10!  Time like the years roll on bye. How can we make time count in 2011? Let’s use the acronym T. I. M. E as a guide for 2011!
TREASURE  
God says every day is so precious; we should treasure it and number it. Isn’t it amazing that even back then, man’s lifespan was generally what it is today. Seventy years is 25,550 days. Interestingly, Moses counts our time in days, instead of years. A number of years ago a woman living in a nursing home in Scotland wrote the following little piece that wasn’t found until after her death. However, it demonstrated the reality that life flies by even if you live to a ripe old age. I think you will be touched as I was. It’s entitled: Crabby Old Woman:

What do you see, nurses? What do you see? What are you thinking When you’re looking at me? A crabby old woman, Not very wise, uncertain of habit, with faraway eyes?  Who dribbles her food and makes no reply when you say in a loud voice: I do wish you’d try!  Who seems not to notice the things that you do, and forever is losing a stocking or shoe?  Who, resisting or not, lets you do as you will, with bathing and feeding, the long day to fill?        Is that what you’re thinking? Is that what you see?  Then open your eyes, nurse, you’re not looking at me. 

I’ll tell you who I am as I sit here so still, as I do at your bidding, as I eat at your will. I’m a small child of ten with a father and mother, brothers and sisters, who love one another.  A young girl of sixteen with wings on her feet, dreaming that soon now a lover she’ll meet.  A bride soon at twenty, my heart gives a leap, remembering the vows that I promised to keep.  At twenty-five now, I have young of my own, who need me to guide and a secure happy home. A woman of thirty, my young now grown fast, bound to each other with ties that should last. At forty, my young sons have grown and are gone, but my man’s beside me to see I don’t mourn. At fifty once more, babies play round my knee, again we know children, my loved one and me. Dark days are upon me, my husband is dead, I look at the future, I shudder with dread.  For my young are all rearing young of their own and I think of the years and the love that I’ve known. I’m now an old woman and nature is cruel; tis just to make old age look like a fool.  The body, it crumbles, grace and vigor depart, here is now a stone where I once had a heart.  But inside this old carcass a young girl still dwells, and now and again, my battered heart swells.  I remember the joys, I remember the pain, and I’m loving and living life over again. I think of the years all too few, gone too fast, and accept the stark fact that nothing can last.  So open your eyes, people, open and see, not a crabby old woman; Look closer…see ME!!

The average life span is now around 75 years. One breakdown gives the following for a lifespan of 75 years:
Sleep =24 years!  Work =14 years! Entertainment =12 years! Eating. =6 years!  Travel = 5 years!  Talking = 5 years! Education = 4 years! Reading =3 years!  Illness =1 year!  Spiritual =1 year! Note the spiritual is about 1%. 
By the time a person reaches 35 years of age they will only have 500 days left to really live (If you subtract all the time tending to personal matters, etc.) What a shock to hear about Stan at 57 falling asleep in his chair in October. When Confederate General Stonewall Jackson was asked how he could be so fearless in battle: I feel as safe in battle as in bed. God has fixed the time of my death. God knows our birth and expiration date. 

Psalm 139:16: All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to pass. 
A.W. Tozer wrote: Time is a resource that is nonrenewable and nontransferable. You cannot store it, slow it up, hold it up, divide it up or give it up. You can’t hoard it up or save it for a rainy day–when it’s lost it’s unrecoverable. When you kill time, remember that it has no resurrection. Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. Today is a gift that’s why it’s called the present! Will I treasure every moment that I have in 2011?
INVEST
Imagine a bank credits your account each morning with $86,400. No balance is carried over from day to day. Any balance is deleted each evening. What would you do when you knew that you would not use all your daily balance? Why, withdraw every penny, of course! Each of us has such a bank. Its name is TIME. Every day we are credited with 86,400 seconds. Every night it writes off as lost whatever we have failed to invest. Life is like a coin. You can spend it anyway you want to but you can only spend it once. Jim Croce wrote: If I could save time in a bottle, the first thing that I’d like to do, is to save every day ‘till eternity passes away–just to spend them with you.   A few months after he wrote that song, he was killed in a plane crash at age thirty. Time can’t be saved, only invested.
I just need to buy some time. With all the money in the world you cannot even buy a moment of time? In the Bible there is a story about a woman who had spent all the money she had because she was sick and weak with uncontrolled bleeding. All the money she had could not stop the bleeding or make her well. She had little strength.  But when she heard about Jesus, her faith began to build. She struggled with all of her might to get close enough to Jesus, simply to touch the hem of His garment. You see she could not buy time but she touched the hem of Jesus garment and was healed. God controls our time, we cannot buy it.
I need to make up for lost time. There is nothing we can do about the time that has already passed. A man went in for his annual checkup and received a phone call from his physician a couple of days later. The doctor said:           I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. What’s the bad news? Well, you have only 48 hours to live. I’m afraid I have even worse news. Patient: What could be worse than what you’ve already told me?  Doctor: I’ve been trying to call you since yesterday. I know we all have regrets. We have not used our time as wisely as we should. I wish there was something I could do about all the time I have wasted doing unprofitable things. We can only use the time we have left wisely. Where you invest your time reveals what is most important to you. 
There are 168 golden hours in each week. The average person will spend about 56 of those hours sleeping, about 24 of those hours in eating and personal hygiene, and about 50 of those hours working or traveling to work. That means there are only about 35 hours a week of “discretionary” time left over. That’s about 5 hours per day. If I were to follow you around and observe you for those 5 hours, over two weeks I could tell you what is most important in your life. A grandmother rode her Harley on a 30,000 mile adventure to every one of the fifty State capitals. Why? Sometimes you just got to get off your duff and go!  How much of that discretionary time will we devote to building the kingdom of God? Your family? Others? You’re self?  Billy Graham: Time is the capital that God has given us to invest. People are the stocks in which we are to invest our time, whether they’re blue chips or penny stocks or even junk bonds. Where will I be investing my time in 2011?
MAKE
Time management is a hot topic today.  Stephen Covey writes: You can’t really manage time. You can’t delay it, speed it up, save it or lose it. No matter what you do time keeps moving forward at the same rate. The challenge is not to manage time, but to manage ourselves. The Bible speaks of redeeming the time, which is an even better idea. 
Twice we are told to redeem the time: Redeeming the time, because the days are evil (Eph. 5:16). Walk in wisdom toward them that are without, redeeming the time (Col. 4:5). To redeem is a form of the word that means buy or purchase. It was used with reference to buying back a slave, and in the NT usually refers Christ’s purchasing our salvation. The expression is a metaphorical way to speak of using time well. Make the most of every opportunity.   
The word time is not the Greek word chronos which means clock time that is measured in hours, minutes and seconds. But kairos which means a measured, allocated, fixed season or epoch of time. Rather than being called to be good time managers, we are called to be good opportunity managers. It speaks of opportunities we have to serve God.  This verse does not mean get more organized, or do more, faster, but submit your time to God’s agenda.
It is not just the time, but also the timing. It is not just counting the minutes, hours, days, months and years, but making them count. Tomorrow we will be given more hours, but we may never have the same opportunity again.
Maybe you remember the 1974 folk song by Harry Chapin: Cats in the Cradle. It was Chapin’s only number one hit. The song is about a father that is too busy to spend time with his son. Part of it says: My son turned ten just the other day. He said, “Thanks for the ball, now come on let’s play. Can you teach me to throw?” I said, “Not today, I’ve got a lot to do.” He said, “That’s OK.” And he walked away and he smiled and he said “You know I’m going to be like you, Dad, You know I’m going to be like you” Harry Chapin’s wife, Sandy, actually wrote the words to the song. It became a self-fulfilling prophecy.  When their son was 7, Harry was performing 200 concerts a year and Sandy asked him when he was going to take some time to be with their son. Harry promised to make some time at 
the end of the summer. He never made it. That summer he was killed in an auto accident! Opportunities lost!
A time management expert was teaching a seminar for executives. He placed a large, clear open-mouthed jar in front of the group. Next, he put seven or eight large rocks into the jar until it was full. Is the jar full?  Everyone nodded. Then he took pebbles and filled up the jar with the small rocks until they reached the rim. Is the jar full? By now, they didn’t answer. So, he poured fine sand in. Is the jar full? Some nodded. He proceeded to take a pitcher of water and filled up the jar again. What’s the lesson about time management? Everyone agreed that no matter how busy you are you can always fit more things into your schedule. Wrong. The lesson is: unless you put the big rocks in first, they never will fit in. You must figure out what the big rocks are for you. What are the big rocks in your life? 
For me it’s God, family, others. At Risen Christ we have three big rocks: REJOICE in worship. RELATE in fellowship. RESPOND in service. Will I make the most of my opportunities in 2011?
ENJOY
Psalm 90:15: Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted us, for as many years as we have seen trouble!

Each of us has had our share of afflictions and troubles this past year. Who are the folks that can really enjoy the days God gives in spite of the tough times? Isaiah 43:18: Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past.  Philippians 3:13-14: ...Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. I believe the key is learning to forget.

I heard about a man who moved into a retirement community to spend the rest of his life there. There was one lady he was especially attracted to, & she was attracted to him, also. So they spent a lot of time together. Finally one evening he proposed, asking her to marry him. The next morning he woke up remembering his proposal, but he couldn’t remember her answer. So he went to her: I’m really embarrassed. I proposed to you last night but I can’t remember if you said Yes’ or No.  She replied: I remembered saying Yes but I couldn’t remember who asked me.
In a similar way, if we want to move forward, we have to put the mistakes of the past behind. To forget them as over and done with. Paul is talking about forgetting in such a way that the past, good or bad, will have no negative bearing on one’s present spiritual growth and condition. Forget the wrongs that could paralyze one with guilt and despair. Paul definitely had some of these. As a persecutor of the church, he had a lot he wanted to leave behind. Forget the attainments that might cause you to pull into “neutral.” He also didn’t want to dwell on how far he had come from where he was. This might make him want to be content with where he was, and too satisfied or smug about his spirituality. He realized he still had a long way to go if he wanted to know Christ fully and completely.
Thank God for His grace, which forgives our sinful past, big or small. At the same, time thank God for His grace, which enabled you to do good things in the past. Praise Him because He is the author of those good things, but don’t stay there too long or those things can rob us of enjoying the present moment God has given us. Will I enjoy the days God gives me in 2011?   Keep this outline in your Bible and reflect on it weekly in 2011!
Lord, teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom. Just a tiny little minute only sixty seconds in it. Forced upon me. Can’t refuse it. Didn’t seek it, didn’t choose it, I must suffer if I lose it, Give account if I abuse it. Just a tiny little minute, But eternity is in it. Our life will soon be past; only what’s done for Christ will last. Treasure! Invest! Make! Enjoy! That will make for a blessed 2011! AMEN! 

