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LIFE IS SO SHORT    Psalm 39:4-8

When a year comes to an end, people usually reflect and recall what happened during the past year.  Time is also given to speculate on what the New Year holds.  This morning as I was exercising and watching the news, one of the local Milwaukee TV channels did a video on the famous actors and singers who had passed away in 2003.  As I looked at the various people, some I remembered quickly.  Others I had to think for a moment as to whom that person was.  The thought crossed my mind that if my son, who is 16 years old would have seen that video, he probably would not have recognized half of those people – Art Carney, Bob Hope, Johnny Cash and a several others.  In a few years most people will not remember who those people were.  Life is fleeting.  We appear for a few moments and we’re gone.  The tracks we left in the sand are soon erased by the winds and waters of time.  The people whose lives we touched soon forget or they too pass away and all is forgotten.  As we end 2003 and stand at the beginning of 2004 King David speaks to us about the brevity and shortness of life.  As we consider the king’s words we focus on this thought – LIFE IS SO SHORT.  The first portion of this song is not very uplifting.  In fact, it could be rather depressing and deflating.  David points out for us I) The Futility Of Life.  After pointing out how meaningless life is the king then poses this question II) Where Do We Find Meaning?  Fortunately, David does not just ask the question and then go on leaving us in a hopeless situation.  David answers the question and gives us hope and meaning.

THE FULTILITY OF LIFE

When you listen to the words of Job (Job 7:1-21), which we read for our Scripture reading today, it can be rather depressing.  Job has lost all his possessions, his children have been killed and he has lost his health and is in constant pain.  He expresses that all of life is meaningless.  David expresses the same sentiment in Psalm 39.  It appears that David may have been writing this psalm close to the end of his life.  He was facing his own death and he expresses his fears and uncertainties.  As David thought about all this he was not contented and happy.  In fact, he was upset and angry.  Just prior to the words of our reading, David wrote, “My heart grew hot within me, and as I meditated, the fire burned; then I spoke with my tongue.” (Psalm 39:3)

David now expresses his concerns.  The first thing that he asks for is this, “Show me, O LORD, my life’s end and the number of my days.” (v. 4a) Wouldn’t we all like to know when and how we are going to die?  That’s what David is asking.  Wouldn’t it be great to know how many more days, months or years we have?  Or would it?  Would you like to know the manner in which your life will end?  Maybe?  Maybe not?

The psalmist then goes on to express how short our lives really are.  He says, “let me know how fleeting is my life.  You have made my days a mere handbreadth; the span of my years is as nothing before you.  Each man’s life is but a breath.”  (Vv. 4b-5)   Our time really is not that long.  I remember as a high school student being told by my 12th grade English teacher “when you are five years old, one year is one fifth of your life.  And it seems like forever until Christmas or your birthday comes.  However, when you are 60, one year is one sixtieth of your life. And the birthdays and holidays come around faster and faster.  And the older you get the faster time goes.”   How true that statement was.  I have seen it in my own life and I have heard it echoed by many of our members.  A number of years ago, I visited one of our members on her one-hundredth birthday.  I can still hear her saying to me, “Pastor, I can’t believe I am 100 years old.  Where did all that time go?”  One of the pictures that David uses is that our life is a mere handbreadth.  A handbreadth is the measure of your palm or about four fingers.  It’s not that much space.  He compares our life to that much space.  The other picture that David paints is that of a breath.  That’s even shorter and makes even less of an impression.  When I blow out a breath, you may hear it or you may not.  After it leaves my mouth, it’s gone and forgotten.  That seems as a rather depressing and deflating way to look at life.  Yet that expresses how short and seemingly insignificant our lives are.

David doesn’t stop there.  After focusing on the shortness of life, he now turns to what we may consider our accomplishments.  Listen to what he writes, “Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro:  He bustles about, but only in vain; he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it.”  (v.6) He pictures our going about as a phantom or shadow.  It is here for a short while and then it disappears as when the sun sets and our shadow is gone for another day.  We run around thinking that all we do is so important and has such meaning.  David says, “Think again.  Don’t put so much stock in what you think you have accomplished.”  Finally, the King focuses on money.  He writes, “he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it.” (v. 6c) We spend our lifetime accumulating wealth and we aren’t going to take it with us.  It will all remain behind when we die and leave this world.  Consider all the attention that is often given to Bill Gates and the billions of dollars that he has accumulated in life.  What will happen to it when he dies?  He’s not going to take it with him.  Or look at all the attention that is given to the lottery when the prize climbs to over one hundred million dollars.  Again, what good is that money at the end of our lives?  It can’t stop us from dying.  It cannot stop the end of our lives.

Rather depressing.  Life is so short.  Nothing we do will ever last forever.  What we accumulate, others may fight over once we’re gone.  Where then does one find any meaning or purpose to our existence?  I believe that many in our culture have come to the same conclusion as David, but where they have turned for meaning and answers is the wrong place.  Most have turned within and said, “If this is the case, that all is meaningless, then I am going to enjoy my life however short it may be.  I am going to satisfy my every whim and wish.  I have to answer to no one and I can do whatever I want.”  But there is another answer.  Because in the end we do have to answer.  There is more to life than the few short years we have here.

WHERE DO WE FIND MEANING?

David writes, “But now, Lord, what do I look for?  My hope is in you.  Save me from all my transgressions; do not make me the scorn of fools.”  (Vv. 7-8)  David reminds us where our hope can be placed.  Our hope is in the Lord.  Well, what can we expect from him?  We can expect that he will keep the promises that he has made to us.  The first promise that the Lord has made is that he will send us a Savior.  We just celebrated the keeping of that promise when we celebrated Christmas.  David also pleads, “save me from all my transgressions.”  (v. 8a) The Lord has kept that promise.  When Jesus cried from the cross, “It is finished.” (John 19:31) the debt we owed was paid for us in full.  We have been fully and freely pardoned.

We need to hear that over and over again.  For as David is facing his own death, what do you think may be coming back to haunt him?  Remember the adulterous relationship he had with the married woman, Bathsheba?  Remember how he tried to cover up that sin and in the end had her husband murdered?  Don’t you think that Satan didn’t pull all that dirt back up before David as he was facing his death?  For we know that our physical death is the consequence and result of sin.  It is easy then to begin to wonder if we won’t also be eternally punished and condemned for the sins we have committed.  That is why we need to hear again and again that God has pardoned and forgotten all of our sins.  Nothing is left on our bill.  It has all been paid for and removed forever by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.

Because of this we do have hope.  We can expect an eternity of peace and joy with God in heaven.  The comforting fact is that it doesn’t depend on what we have or haven’t done.  It is all dependent on Jesus and who he is and what he has done for all of us.

Life may be short and it may seem meaningless.  But in Jesus Christ and in him alone we have meaning and purpose for our existence and we have a glorious and exciting future to look forward to with Jesus and all believers in heaven.  

                                                                                              Amen.

