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Preached:  November 2, 2008 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Psalm 46
God is our Refuge and Strength;
Therefore We Will Not Fear.
1. The world is in tumult.
2. But where God is—there is peace.


Did the words of today’s Psalm make you think of anything that’s happening today?

Though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea,
Though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with their surging. 

Does it made you think about anything that’s been happening in the last month or so?

The price of gas has skyrocketed, and now it’s plummeting. The stock market has crashed, and the government has had to bail it out. One day it loses 3,000 points and the next day it gains 900. Radio and television are just filled with passionate warnings: “If you vote this way the environment will be destroyed, and if you vote that way the world will come to an end.” It’s been a whirlwind of an October, hasn’t it? And so it’s so comforting to come to God’s house on this day that we celebrate the Reformation and to hear these words that have proven to be true for nearly 3,000 years now:

God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear.

God is our refuge. Do you know what a refuge is? Literally it means, “a place to flee back to.” Do you have a place that you flee to? A place that you run to when life gets to be too much to bear? The place I usually retreat to when I need some relief is my back yard. I have a very green backyard. It’s small but it’s green. It’s a little piece of nature in the middle of the city. It takes me practically no time to get there. I don’t have to fight traffic to get to it. But it takes me away from the hectic pace of life. Do you have a place that you go for refuge? Where is it for you? 

Psalm 46 tells us that God is our refuge. God is our strength. When it gets so bad that you can’t take it anymore, when you are left without an ounce of strength in your body or your mind, then God is your strength. “An ever-present help in trouble.” God is present everywhere. He is available in every situation. No matter what kind of trouble you find yourself in, God is there.

Then the writer of this Psalm draws a conclusion:  “Therefore, we will not fear.” Oh, the Scriptures always word it so simply and so powerfully. Notice, it doesn’t say, “Therefore we don’t need to fear,” or, “Therefore we have nothing to fear.” No, it says, “Therefore we will not fear.”

This is an intriguing Psalm. We don’t know when it was written. We don’t know what was happening to the Children of Israel when it was composed. There never was a time when the mountains of Israel “fell into the sea.” It’s clear that it’s not describing an actual physical event. Whoever wrote it was clearly just using vivid language to describe times of great tumult in our lives, when it seems like everything in our lives is just falling apart. 

Martin Luther lived in such times. The teachings of Jesus had been so twisted and distorted that he lived in constant fear that God was out to get him. Something as simple as a thunderstorm caused him to cower in fear, and to cry out to one of the saints (he was afraid to pray to God) that, if St. Anna would save him from the lightening, he would become a monk. And when he went to a place that he thought could be a refuge for him, a monastery, where everyone was striving to live a God pleasing life, it only disturbed his soul more. He came to realize that neither he nor any of the other monks could live a life that God would be satisfied with. He lived in fear that he would die and be sent to a place of fiery suffering—maybe not to hell, but to a place called purgatory, where your soul supposedly was burned through with fire until it became clean. 

And when he rediscovered what the Bible really taught—that we can’t save ourselves by our good behavior—and when He joyfully began to tell everyone the only way we can become holy—through faith in Jesus—he found himself in danger of losing his life. The people who had brought all these lies into the church realized that they were going to lose their way of making money because Luther was telling everyone that forgiveness was free, and they had been charging for it. So the pope excommunicated him, and the emperor proclaimed him an outlaw and said anyone could kill him without being prosecuted for murder. It was in that kind of tumult, and amid those threats that Martin Luther turned to the 46th Psalm and found his comfort. It was from the thoughts of this Psalm that Luther composed the hymn that we just sang, “A Mighty Fortress is Our God.” Look at st. 3 for instance:

And though this world, with devils filled, Should threaten to undo us,
We will not fear, for God has willed His truth to triumph through us.
The Prince of Darkness grim, We tremble not for him;
His rage we can endure, For lo, his doom is sure.

It’s an amazing Psalm because amidst all this havoc that the devil plays with this world, all of a sudden another picture of the opposite kind of world emerges:

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,
The holy place where the Most High dwells.
God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day.
Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; he lifts his voice, the earth melts.
The LORD Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.

There is a calm and peaceful place. It’s where God lives. You can see heaven in this part of the Psalm, can’t you? That’s how heaven is described in the book of Revelation. There’s a river that will flow through the middle of the heavenly Jerusalem. It will come gushing out of the throne of God, and it will flow all over the city giving it life. But it’s clear in this Psalm that this section is not just referring to heaven. This is a little bit of heaven that is already here on this earth. It exists amid these nations that are in uproar. It exists amid these roaring and foaming seas. It’s surrounded by mountains that are collapsing. There is danger that the city itself will collapse. But the Psalmist reassures us, “God is within her (within the city); she will not fall.” Whoever lives in this city is safe. God has created an invisible force field around her walls so that though we can see what is going on all around us, it does not affect our view of life. 

We are safe because God’s hero has defeated our nemesis. Jesus has crushed Satan’s head. Satan still flails around like a wounded beast, trying to wipe out as many as he can while he struggles in his dying breaths. But our Savior has done away with any real danger. He has faced the tumult Himself and He has overcome. His soul too quailed as He faced the horrible death of the cross. His soul too was tempted to give in to Satan’s enticements, to give in to despair, to give up. But He said “No!” to Satan, a defiant cry that Satan cannot respond to. And now God tells us that everyone who trusts in Jesus, has Jesus’ perfect response to Satan at our disposal. “No, Satan, you cannot make me give in to your temptations. I will not give in to doing the evil that my God is so appalled with. No, Satan, I will not give up in despair. No matter how the sinful world around me rages in its greed and lusts and trying to take advantage of one another, No, Satan, I will not fear.

“God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore I will not fear.” May those be the words on your lips today, on the Lord’s day. May they be your resolve while you are here, in the LORD’s house. But may they especially be in your heart and on your lips as you go out into a tumultuous world when you leave those doors this morning, when you go out into a topsy-turvy work world tomorrow, as you go to vote in the strange environment that our country has become. We have an almighty God, who not only rules above the chaos, but has guaranteed His children the best possible outcome. God is our refuge and strength. Therefore we will not fear.  Amen.
