Liturgy:

Reading : Psalm 46

Text       : Psalm 46, 1,2a

Hy.   10 : 1,8

Hy.   10 : 10

Ps.    46 : 1,3

Ps.  121 :  1,2,3,4

Hy.   41 : 1,3,4

Beloved Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

How good it is to be in God’s house this morning, where the preaching of the gospel will comfort and strengthen us in faith. The world is in turmoil. After the events of Tuesday 11 Sept. people are groping for security. The icons of this world – military might, represented by the Pentagon, and wealth, represented in the icon of the World Trade Center with its twin towers – these two powerful icons could not protect the American nation. Many are devastated. What’s next? And when America starts retaliating what will happen then? Will all this perhaps end up in a third world war?

At the beginning of this worship service we sung Hymn 10:

“LORD, I have heard the tidings

Of Thee and of Thy might.

Thy deeds reveal Thy greatness:

I tremble in Thy sight.”

Yes, then we as God’s children tremble as well. But at the same time we also know in all these events it is Christ’s steps approaching. When hearing the sound of these steps we too quake. Lips quiver, bones are trembling. Yet – and there lies our comfort – in faith we may look further than what we can see with our physical eyes. When doing so the light still shines in this dark world. For the LORD reigns, He has all things in His almighty hands.

In the early hours of Tuesday 11 September (local time) the American nation was taken by surprise. FBI and CIA failed. Yet God’s fatherly hand did not fail. The events of that Tuesday did not come as a surprise to Him. Even though our finite mind cannot understand it, also those horrible events (without God making the author of it) will lead to His purpose being fulfilled.

Thus despite the fact that we live in turbulent times, there is no need to fear. For God is our refuge, our fortress, a bulwark never failing. It is this mighty promise, on which I would like to focus in this morning’s sermon, proclaiming you the gospel about God’s unfailing faithfulness. I do this under the following heading,

GOD’S CHILDREN MAY REJOICE

IN THE POWERFUL PROTECTION 

OF THEIR FAITHFUL COVENANT GOD
We will look at

1) the significance of this protection
2) the extent of this protection
I
It is not altogether clear, Br. & Sr., which historical situa​tion the author of Psalm 46 had in mind when he wrote this psalm. Some com​mentaries refer to the time when Sennacherib sieged Jerusalem and the LORD delivered Jerusalem by slaying 185.000 Assyrians. Others think of the time when the prophet Isaiah received the Immanuel-prophecy. This was when Rezin, king of Syria, and Pekah, king of Israel, came up to Jerusalem to wage war against it. Yet again this attack was thwarted. 

It is quite well possible that this psalm was made in conjunction with one of these events. However we don't know for sure. The Holy Spirit did not deem it necessary to inform us about the exact details of the situation during which this psalm was made. The time of crisis is left unidentified which makes this psalm range beyond any local situation.

The author sees before his eyes the forces of nature coming into motion, whilst countries are in uproar. Indeed everything is in turmoil: the earth is changing, the mountains are carried into the heart of the sea, nations rage and kingdoms are moved. Yet – and the author shouts for joy – amidst all this uproar Zion, i.e. the city of God, stands immovably. How come? 

The answer we read in vs. 5 of this psalm, "God is in the midst of her, and therefore she shall not be shaken." The author thus points in a very moving way to God's glorious majesty and the great comfort His people may derive from this. Indeed only faith in God who thrones high above the raging nations offers true rest; true rest even in times of exceeding turmoil when all earthly security falls away.

The author of Psalm 46 thus rejoices in God's divine protection of the city He had chosen to dwell in, i.e. Zion, in the time of the OT: Jerusalem, the city of God. Yes, because of God's mighty, sustaining presence Jerusalem could not be shaken. This is the central theme of this psalm, whereby the author points not first of all to Jerusalem itself as a safe city, but to God who makes Jerusalem a safe city. Not Jerusalem as such is a mighty for​tress, but God: He is a bulwark never failing. 

For a good understanding of Psalm 46 I would like to dwell on this particular aspect a bit longer. Without doubt when speaking about the city of God the author refers to Jerusalem, an actual city, which one could locate on the map. In the time of the OT Jerusalem was a very strong city. Because of its sur​rounding hills it was difficult to conquer. Only to the north it had no natural defence. That's why it happened very rarely that the armies of the enemy laid siege to Jerusalem. Sometimes it happened that the enemy conquered all the surrounding districts, yet Jerusalem was left alone, because it was a fortress too difficult to be taken. 

Yet, beloved, the safety of Jerusalem was not guaranteed first of all because of its natural location, but because God had made this city His dwelling place. He was His people's refuge, an ever-present help in trouble whenever His people turned to Him. Yes, because God Himself dwelt in the midst of Jerusalem its inhabitants were well protected. No harm would come to the city, which God had chosen as His abode.

However, Br. & Sr., this did not mean that Zion with its inhabi​tants could be secured of this protection almost automatically. For this secure protection was guaranteed only as long as Israel did not break God's covenant. We also know from the Book of Psalms – in the event that this did happen: Israel breaking God's covenant – we get a totally different picture. I now think of Psalm 79, for example, where we read about God giving His people up to the enemies because of the sins they had committed. This psalm speaks about the invasion of the gentiles: 

         "Look how they have, without restraint or pity,

              Defiled Thy temple and destroyed Thy city.

           To carrion bird and beast

           They offered as a feast

           The saints whom they did slaughter;

           Around Jerusalem,

           With none to bury them,

           Their blood was poured like water."

No harm will come to the city, which God has chosen as His abode. A mighty promise indeed, but it is received only through faith in the living God. For it is also true that whoever turns away from God puts the rich fulfilment of this promise at risk. That’s why at times Jerusalem did not stand, but was ruined. Not because God’s promises failed, but due to Israel’s unfaithfulness.

Next we have to deal with the question how all this now must be applied to us as congregation living in the NT era? Do the promises, about which we read in this psalm, also apply to us? May we too hold on to them in a world full of turmoil? Indeed we can, beloved, since the promises of which the author of this psalm speaks find their basis in the covenant God established with His people. It is because of this covenant relation that the Israelites living in the OT era were able to sing:

"God is our refuge; He will shield us

           And to our foes He will not yield us.

           He is our strength, in troubles nigh;

           Our help is He, the LORD Most High."

The LORD, beloved, He is also our covenant God. We too may rejoice in that same covenant relation. Although this covenant has not always been administered in the same way – there are different dispensations – nevertheless it still is the same covenant. The same covenant, which God started with Adam, who turned his back upon God and so did we in Adam. But then God in sovereign love set out to seek man, re-establishing that covenant relation in Christ His Son, who is in truth our Immanuel, that is, God with us. That’s how we are to read Psalm 46 in NT light. 

Initially this psalm was made as a song of praise on the earthly Jerusalem, the city of God's favour and therefore well protected; Jerusalem, the city in which the temple was built. However, the OT Jerusalem fore​shadowed the glory of the NT Jerusalem, i.e. the church which the glorified Christ gathers, defends and preserves for Himself by His Spirit and Word in the unity of the true faith; the church in which He is present through His Spirit. 

See, beloved, that's how today God dwells in the midst of Jerusalem, in the midst of the church and therefore He is no less with us than as He was with His people Israel under the Old Dispensation. The LORD of hosts is also with us; the God of Jacob is also our refuge. It should be noted that in Psalm 46 the name LORD is written with capital letters, which refers to God as the God of the covenant. That is the covenant, which God made with Abram, Isaac, and Jacob many generations ago. Throughout these generations time and again God indeed proved Himself to be a refuge and strength for His people, a very present help in trou​ble. He even sent His own beloved Son to deliver His people from Satan, sin, and death. Thus ultimately God is our refuge and strength in Jesus Christ, about whom we read in LD 12 HC, “He governs us by His Word and Spirit and defends and preserves us in the redemption obtained for us.”
 
Yet, beloved, also we must be well aware of the fact that all these mighty promises will not be fulfilled to us just automati​cally. They are given to us within the covenant that God has established with us; a covenant, which contains two parts: not just promises, but also obligations. True, in Christ God promises us: I am with you always. I will surround you with My loving care from day to day. Yet the point is, Br. & Br., we must now also accept these firm promises of God in faith. We must now also daily live from them.

Just think of Psalm 46. In vs. 1 we read that mighty promise, “…” And then it continues in vss. 2 + 3, “…” Quite something, Br. & Sr., all the things mentioned here. The author speaks first of a total upheaval of nature. Later on he mentions the raging of man, a city under siege. And yet, "we will not fear . . ." See there, beloved, the power of faith! 

Normally when everything is rosy and when there are no dangers that threaten us, it is not all that difficult to put our trust in God. But what, when this world is in turmoil like on that Tuesday now almost a fortnight ago? Just imagine that you had been in Lower Manhattan, seeing this horrible drama literally unfolding before your eyes.  Trust in God – sometimes it’s so easily said, when the sky is blue and life seems to be nothing else but plain sailing. But what when you sit in a hijacked plane, or when the building you are in collapses, when so to speak everything is taken out of your hands. Beloved, would then your faith in God still remain unshaken? 

This begs the question, beloved, what is the firm anchorage of your life? In His Sermon on the Mount Christ said the following, “Do not worry about what you shall eat, what you shall drink, or what you shall wear . . . Seek first the kingdom of God and all these things shall be added to you.”
 It is more or less the same lesson as we may learn from our text, “Trust in God and you don’t have to fear. You don’t have to worry about tomorrow. For God is there and He will go with you. He is an ever present help in trouble.”

Let us pray that many together with us may come to faith in this wonderful gospel, that many may change their world view and come to realize that the only hope in this terrifying world, the only foundation which will never be scattered in the Rock Jesus Christ.

This morning the LORD says to us, “Trust in Me! I will be your ever-present help in trouble. I am your faithful covenant God who in Christ My Son has marked you as My own. I will protect you. I will give My angels charge of you to guard you on all your ways.  Nations may rage, kingdoms be moved, but with Me you are safe, always.

II
Safe with the LORD, always! I realize, a statement like this does not as such make the world we live in any safer. Terrorists will keep doing their utmost to achieve just the opposite. We live in turbulent world. The author of Psalm 46 makes this clear as well. He sees the forces of nature coming into motion, countries in uproar. Every​thing is in tumult: the earth is changing, the mountains are carried into the heart of the sea, nations rage and kingdoms are moved. And all these forces also threaten Zion and yet she shall not be moved since God dwells in the midst of her and is with her. 

God is more powerful than all those other forces and therefore there is no reason to fear. Yes, even though the earth may change, the mountains be carried into in the heart of the sea, yes even when this cosmos changes into a chaos, we will not fear.

Br. & Sr., who will be able to speak so firmly but he/she who has put his/her complete trust in God? It is only faith in God, which gives me the assurance that whatever happens in this world God is in control and He is more powerful than all other powers, since He has the whole world in His almighty hands. That’s why under God’s wings we may shelter safely. His faithfulness is a shield and buckler.
 And therefore I'm well protected always.

No, this does not mean that God will always help us in the way we would like to see it. The day of tomorrow may well turn out to be completely different to what I had expected from it. Yet one thing stands as firm as a rock: God's grace will always be sufficient. Then with Luther we are able to sing, 

"Let goods and kindred go, 

this mortal life also; 

the body they may kill,

No, this will surely not be easy, when this would happen to us. Beloved, how would one ever be able to cope, to cope for example if you had been caught right in the middle of those horrible terrorists attacks – how would one ever be able to cope if in faith we could not cling to God, who is with us also when we have to number difficult days. He will surround us with His loving care, also then. Thus we may have confidence always. For God is with us in good days and bad, in riches and poverty, in health and sickness. Nothing will be able to separate us from His love in Jesus Christ. Then, 

“the earth may shake in great commotion,

the mountains plunge into the ocean,

the seas may roar and rock the hills

Yet    the LORD is near; our fear He stills.

Again, this does not mean that our life will always be a bed of roses, and that a faithful church will always live throughout peaceful times. Lot of things may happen. When thinking about what will happen when America starts retaliating, one may wonder what will be the outcome of this. This world might become less safe than it already was. Terrorists’ attacks may increase. And at times all these things may trouble also us. And yet amidst all this turmoil one thing stands unshaken: Immanuel – God with us! And, Br. & Sr., more we do not need. God thrones above this earth keeping the history of mankind in His almighty hands. Well, if this God is for us, who can be against us?

There is still one other element to which I would like to draw the attention this morning, namely that to a certain extent as children of God we know what’s in the future. No, not exactly! Yet God’s Word teaches all that happens in this world is part of His program. As I said it in the beginning of this sermon, even though my infinite mind cannot understand it also those terrible attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon (without God making the author of it) were part of that program. They brought us closer to the day of Christ’s return. It was His steps approaching. A wake up call for many, a wake up call also for us.

The point now is what do we do with this wake up call. Christ Himself speaking about these signs of the end of the age said to His disciples, “Now when these things begin to happen, look up and lift your heads, because your redemption draws near.”

Thus we may face the future full of confidence, even though we too do not know exactly what it holds in store for us. Yet we may keep numbering our days full of confidence, knowing that every day here on earth brings us closer to our perfect redemption, closer to that great future to which we as God’s children look forward with a most ardent desire.

Well, if this is indeed what we are looking forward to, we will follow the news passed on to us via the daily paper, magazines and TV with different interest. For then we know, all these things are part of God’s plan working together for our redemption. That’s our comfort in a world full of turmoil, a world, which continuously makes its attacks also on the church. The powers, which are mentioned in Psalm 46, are threatening Zion. Satan will do his utmost to remove the church from her secure anchorage, our trust in God. Yet, beloved, as long as we firmly cling to God’s sure promises and also live from them, Satan will not succeed.

Immanuel – God with us! That’s the confidence from which we may live. Then this world with devils filled may threaten to undo us. Yet God is more powerful. The victory is His. One day He will make wars cease to the end of the earth, break the bow, cut the spear in two and burn the chariot in fire, verse 9 of Psalm 46. Then peace will dwell on earth forever. Peace, not established by man, but by power from above in Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace.

Beloved, every day we still have to number in this life, every day we still have to number in this turbulent world, will bring us closer to that peace. That’s God’s glorious light shining over this dark world. Then at times it might indeed be hard, but then we look on high to God who is in control. He is our refuge, our strength, our help in troubles nigh, a bulwark never failing. Therefore, why should we fear? The LORD is near. He is on our side. With Him we may safely hide.                                 Amen
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