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Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

The text chosen for this evening’s sermon contains a prayer for wisdom in numbering our days. Numbering your days – what does this mean in practical terms? How are we supposed to do this? To make this clear, for a moment compare life with a book with each day having a new page. At night, we turn over the page – another day! However, beloved, no matter how many pages the book you are reading has, eventually you will come to the final page. Well, the same applies to the book of our life. Also concerning this book, eventually there will come a day that we will reach the final page, i.e. the page where it no longer reads, “to be continued”, but instead it will read “The End!” That’s the day, when we will die. Unless Christ returns earlier, beloved, one day we all will come to that final page of the book of our life.
New Year Eve 2010 – another year has passed. Back to the image of the book, we have come one year closer to the final page. Again another year has gone. How quickly it went. Time flies by, as we often say it. In preparation for this evening’s sermon I read, time is like water, if you try to hold on to it, it slips through your fingers and disappears. Well, this happened also to the Year 2010. It slipped through our fingers, just like that. A few more hours, and the Year 2010 will have disappeared. This brings us to the subject matter for this evening’s sermon, in which we will deal with this question: as time flies by, how do we number our days. 
In Psalm 90, Moses prays for the Israelites that they may number their days in such a way that as fruit of this numbering they may receive a heart of wisdom. Well, beloved, that’s how we too should number our days: to gain wisdom!
What kind of wisdom? The answer is very simple: wisdom in seeing God’s hand in our life, God’s hand in each day and each night of the past year. That’s how this evening we should take time, also in the family circle, to reflect upon the year gone by, closing the year off in a different way than the world around us does it. Out in the world tonight, people are just partying the year away with yet another stubby, another glass of wine or champagne, just to forget for a moment the bitter reality of life. However, they are simply deceiving themselves. When tomorrow morning they wake up with a tremendous hangover, they will have to conclude that nothing has changed. Life just carries on as before.
Beloved, in faith, we know it’s different. Reflecting upon another year gone by, we know also 2010 was a year of the LORD; a year that brought us closer to Christ’s return, i.e. closer to the final destination of our life. That’s how in faith we reflect upon the year gone by, seeing God’s hand in all the events that took place during the past year.  To mention just a few of these events this evening, then I think back of that terrible earthquake that rocked Haiti, killing 230.000 people, whilst 300.000 were injured and one million were left homeless. Think about these numbers, beloved! I also think back of the ash cloud as result of a volcanic eruption, which brought air traffic in Europe to an almost complete stand still for more than a week. I could mention also the oil slick in the Gulf of Mexico with all the ecological consequences involved. On a more positive note, I could mention the trapping of the 33 Chilean miners and their rescue. However, in New Zealand there was the opposite result: 29 miners died.
Beloved, have you seen God’s hand in all these events, since – even though in many ways it surpassed our understanding – none of these events happened by chance, but they all came from God’s fatherly hand. 
See, that’s wisdom, if you can see it like this. If we can see it like this also concerning all the events that took place in our personal life during the year gone by: God’s hand when there were joyful days to number, but also when there were sad days to number, days of which at the time we perhaps thought , how will I ever get through this day? Yet God carried us through. 
In numbering all these days of the past year, beloved, on this New Year’s Eve can you, say that you have gained wisdom. Or to say it in more personal way, can you say, beloved, that through all that happened during the past year in the world as well as in your personal life > on this New Year’s Eve can you say 2010 has brought me closer to God. If that is the case, you have numbered well, as becomes clear from the text chosen for this New Year’s Eve service. Focussing on this text, I may proclaim to you the Word of God about
MOSES’ PRAYER FOR WISDOM IN NUMBERING OUR DAYS

In connection with this prayer, we will address two questions:

1) How to number our days

2) How to gain a heart of wisdom
I
Numbering days – the way in which we often do it, beloved, is first by counting down. Little children already do this: four more sleeps and then it will be my birthday. They are counting down. Adults do the same: one more week and then we will have holidays; only so many days left and we will get married. We count down towards things we look forward to, high days in our life. Yet when these high days have passed, we look back and count up again: already a year ago that a loved one died, or five years ago that I started this new job. As we are counting up, events disappear in the past.
See, beloved, that’s in general how we number our days, first counting down and then adding up again. That’s how life passes by, with the past become longer and the future shorter. In numbering our days this way, one realizes also how short life is in the end. Time flies by, we say. Yet, beloved, it actual terms it is not time that flies by, but we fly by, like a sigh, as Moses says in Psalm 90. In vs. 10 of this psalm we read, “…”  It’s this brevity of life, which especially on New Year’s Eve often hits us. Again, another year has gone. We number the days, the years – yet there will also come a time that we have finished numbering: the end of life, which – if Christ does not return earlier – one day will come for all of us.
No, it’s not my intention this evening to cast a sombre cloud over this New Year’s Eve. At the same time it would be unwise to just shrug all this off, unwilling even to think about it, since it makes one only sad and depressing, and so we take another glass of wine and try to forget about it. 
Beloved, that would be wrong. Let it grow quiet for a moment in the living room this evening, gving time for personal reflection upon a year gone by. Well, that brings us to the text chosen for this evening’s sermon, where Moses prays for the Israelites, “LORD, so teach us to number our days that we may gain a heart of wisdom.”

There is no certainty about the precise date of this prayer. Some commentaries say it must have been shortly before Moses died, which means at the time that Israel had come almost towards the end of its journey through the wilderness. Yet it could also have been earlier. Yet this does not matter. For even though we cannot put an exact date to this prayer, what is clear is, Moses prayed this prayer during Israel’s wandering through desert, being on its way to the Promised Land. During this journey of 40 years almost a whole nation died. The wilderness had been marked by many burial sites. 
I would like to note this evening that the reason for so many deaths during Israel’s journey through the wilderness was not the harshness of the journey causing people to become exhausted and die. Quite a few died even in the prime of their life. Why was this?
The reason was, beloved, that the LORD in His wrath had sworn that the generation, which had left Egypt – all those from 20 years and upward – would not inherit the land Canaan. This wrath of God had come about at the time when the Israelites had been very close to entering the Promised Land, very close to taking possession of the promised inheritance. You can read about this in Numbers 14. This chapter informs us how God’s people became scared, after having heard the report of ten of the twelve spies, who had said we will never be able to conquer the people who live in Canaan, since they exceed us in strength and power. Having heard this devastating report – devastating, since they had forgotten that the Almighty God was at their side, the God of the covenant, who would make His promises come true regardless how strong the enemy would be – having forgotten this the Israelites complained, Numbers 14, 2b – 4, “…” That’s how they burst out in anger against Moses and Aaron. In actual terms, however, this anger was lodged against the LORD. That’s why the LORD – even though He pardoned the sins of the people – nevertheless had sworn, “As I live… (Quote vss.22 + 23). Instead, vs. 31 + 32, “…” It is against this background, beloved, that we must read Psalm 90, for example vs. 7 – 9, “…” Thus, almost a whole nation perished under the hand of God’s heavy wrath. 
One would think, beloved, that because of this severe judgment, knowing also they had only themselves to blame – one would think that this would have caused the Israelites to humble themselves before the LORD. Yet from Scripture we learn that it was rather the opposite. Instead of repenting, they more or less accepted their fate that they had to die in the wilderness, almost reasoning, “Nothing that we can do about it, so we just as well accept it.” The result was that for the vast majority of God’s people the journey through the desert had become a journey without hope. Now God had sworn that they would not inherit the Promised Land, what did anything else matter? In this situation, who would still feel the need to number his days? After all, in the end what did it matter whether one would live one day longer or shorter during this terrible journey through the wilderness. Under the circumstances, at times death seemed to be even more preferable than life.
See, beloved, it is in this particular climate that Moses – the mediator of the Old Covenant – prays to God, “LORD, so teach us to number our days that we may gain a heart of wisdom.” Moses prayed this prayer in order that the Israelites – seeing all those freshly dug graves – might come to their senses, acknowledging that they were deserving of God’s wrath and therefore, instead of keep mocking God’s holiness, would repent. They should not simply rest in the inevitable as a fate they could not escape anyway, but instead they should go on their knees. Psalm 90, Br. & Sr., gives the impression that already for a long time the Israelites had stopped numbering their days. After all, wasn’t it so that ultimately they lived for nothing else but to die?

Live to die – many people in today’s society consider life in a similar way. The world we live in does not offer much hope, so they reason. Hence, they live by the slogan, “Let us eat and drink, make the most of life when you are still able to do so, for tomorrow we die.” They seem to enjoy life and it all looks great: fun, joy and you name it. However, at bottom, it’s hollow and empty without hope, without future. Numbering your days this way becomes deep down a very sombre activity, which is evidenced by an increasing number of suicides, especially in the circle of people who humanly speaking seem to have it all: a glamorous life, yet empty.
Very telling, beloved, and yet even the church there are many – especially young people who do not see through it. Your heart bleeds when you think about it: members with whom consistory has been very busy during the past year, who seem to be unwilling to break with a lifestyle full of empty pleasure, great in their own eyes, but in the end without hope, without future. Hence this prayer for wisdom that they , but also we – for, beloved, the world does it utmost to influence also us; let us be well aware of this and not underestimate the power of it – hence this prayer for wisdom!  A prayer, that we as God’s children may number our days in a different way than the world around us; in a different way in order that that we may see God at work, not only in His wrath over sin, but also in remembering mercy, which is also part of Psalm 90. In fact, that’s how Moses starts his prayer, clinging to God’s mercy, vss. 1 + 2, “…”
Psalm 90 speaks about God’s wrath upon a rebellious people. Almost a whole nation dies in the wilderness, a journey marked by graves. That’s the theme of the vss. 7 – 11 of this psalm: a nation dies under the hand of God’s heavy wrath. Yet this does not mean that God’s dealings with Israel had ended. Somewhat further in this psalm Moses also prays, vss. 13, 14, “…” Moses thus prays that in wrath God may also remember mercy, for LORD Thou has been our dwelling place throughout the generations and therefore, LORD, establish the work of our hands. Let Thy beauty be upon us – which means, “LORD, only Thy presence can give meaning and joy to life.”
It is this promise, beloved, to which we too may cling, in life often so broken; broken also due to its perishableness. Unless the LORD returns earlier, also to us applies: dust we are and to dust we shall return. Life is but a breath, short, we fly away. Yet in order not to become sombre and live life just as it comes, with Moses let us pray, 
“Teach us Lord to number our days in such a way that we may gain a heart of wisdom. LORD, give wisdom so that numbering our days we may see Thy hand and so grow closer to Thee. LORD, we pray for Thy presence, to be our dwelling place in the midst of this fragile life. Be near, O LORD, near as our Father in Christ. As we number our days, which boast is often labour and sorrow and because of it we sigh – LORD, help us to realize that we are safe in Thy hands. Help us to remember in labour and sorrow that Thy eye is upon us.”  
See, beloved, that’s how also the Year 2010, was a year of the LORD. This is how we should also reflect upon it, when later on this evening in the circle of the family we close of the Year 2010. Beloved, let us do it in such a way that as net result of the past year we may carry with us into New Year a heart of wisdom.
2010 – The year is almost gone. As from midnight, all that has happened during this year belongs to the past. It’s passed, we cannot turn it around: the things we did wrong, for example. Yet, beloved, instead of therefore trying to forget them, since we can’t change it anyway, perhaps we should give them some thought this evening, acknowledging also the dark pages of our life, which there were during the past year, pages with our sins all over it. In addition, where we have confessed to God what was written on those dark pages, next, let the light of God’s grace shine over them and rejoice. That’s how despite the many things we did wrong during past year, we still may close off this year on a high note, by clinging to God. When doing so, beloved, don’t forget to count also the many blessings God bestowed upon you during the past year, thanking Him for it.
See, beloved, when closing off the Year 20100 this way, it does not matter when for while it becomes quiet in the living room. Quiet, when each of us individually takes a moment to reflect upon the year gone by, looking in particular at God’s hand, which guided us through this year each day, in health and in sickness, in prosperity and adversity, in sorrow, hardship, pain and grief. Such a moment of quietness, beloved, might offer more joy than having just another glass of wine. 
II
This evening we are focussing on Moses prayer for wisdom in numbering our days. In the first point of the sermon, we looked at how to number our days. Secondly, we still briefly look also at how to gain a heart of wisdom. We will do so briefly, since also in the first point of the sermon we already dealt with this question.

In itself, Br. & Sr., numbering days can become a very depressing activity. We mentioned this before also as one of the causes for an increase in the number of suicides in today’s society. Many people see life slipping through their fingers like water. They try to hold on to it, but they can’t. Another year gone by, what will the new year bring? That’s how the vast majority of people in this world number their days. 
However, beloved, those who live by faith, may number their days differently. They may do so knowing that no matter how gloomy life can be at times, even in the darkness the light of God’s grace still shines. That’s how we could cope during the year that has passed and likewise will be able to cope in the coming year, no matter what 2011 may have in store for us. No doubt, also 2011will have days, which might be difficult to number for us. However, beloved, also on those difficult days as God’s children we may cling to God’s grace in Jesus Christ, the Son of God’s love, who came into this world, assumed our flesh, a true human nature, in which He numbered 33 years with us. 33 years, beloved, during which our Lord and Saviour bore in body and soul the wrath of God against the sin of the whole human race. He did so for us, for you and me, in our place, so that today we may number our days in the light of God’s grace, no matter how dark at times it may seem from a physical point of view. In faith we may look beyond this and in doing so we also may number our days differently.
When reflecting upon the year gone by, the Year 2010, this way, beloved, we can only stand in awful admiration of God’s wonderful grace during each day of the past year. Then we look at all that we received, not only materially, but also spiritually, and this, beloved, despite the many sins and shortcomings there daily were from our side, despite the lack of zeal and thankfulness there often was from our side. Despite all this – instead of having been consumed by God’s wrath, God’s mercies were new every morning. Yes, then one stands in awe of the goodness of the LORD: “LORD, how great is Thy faithfulness towards me a sinner” 
Beloved, may this reflection prevail when later on this evening for a moment it may become quiet in the living room, so that as treasure of the past year you may take with you into new year: a hearty of wisdom. Wisdom not in the way the world analyses the events of the day, but by looking at God’s hand and praising Him.
In the beginning of the sermon, I posed the question: numbering your days – what does this mean in practical terms? How are we supposed to do this? To make this clear, I compared life with a book, each day having a new page. Tonight we turn not just another page, but let me say we turn to a new chapter. 2010 is finished and if the LORD does not return before twelve o’clock, at the bottom of the page, which we will turn at midnight, it will read “to be continued, turn to the next chapter: the year 2011. This means, tomorrow we continue reading the next page, the next chapter. We keep numbering, how long still. None of us knows. The Year 2011 might be the year of Christ’s return. It might also be that during the coming year we will face the day that it no longer reads “to be continued”, but “The End!” instead. Is this something to be scared off? It’s not, beloved, when we keep numbering our days in faith, holding God’s hand, which guides history and which guides also your and my life. In that knowledge, with that wisdom given from above, we will be able to cope, whatever 2011 may have in store for us.

No, then our journey through 2011 might not always be easy. At times storms may hit us with gales forces. We might have to number days on which we feel lost and don’t even know how to go further. But, beloved, hold on to what you have heard this evening: God is with you, the Almighty One, who shaped creation and who has been the dwelling place of His people in every generation. From everlasting stands His holy throne and to everlasting He is God alone. Well, beloved, if this God is our Father –and in Christ He is – what should I then worry. For in faith we have this assurance: whatever 2011 might bring, each day the LORD, our gracious God and Saviour, will shed on us all the riches of His favour. Well, beloved, what more is there to wish for? For us it’s now to live from this assurance each day of the New Year. If you do so, beloved, no matter what 2011 might bring– it will be a blessed year, blessed in and through the LORD. At this New Year’s Eve, I wish you all that wonderful blessing for 2011.

Amen.
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