Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 46

Text       : Psalm 46
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Hy.   41 : 1,2,3,4
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Today we celebrate Reformation Day, remembering that almost 500 years ago now on 31st October 1517 Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses on the door of the church in Wittenberg. These theses were designed to invite an academic debate on the scandalous practices of indulgences and other matters in the church. These indulgences were documents by means of which, without any repentance before the Lord, the sinner was able to purchase his salvation. This practice together with some of the other practices in those days undermined the scriptural teaching of being saved by faith, through the grace of God in Christ alone. With these 95 theses, Luther called for a return to God’s Word, stating amongst others – thesis 62 – “The true treasure of the Church is the Most Holy Gospel of the glory and the grace of God.”
God richly blessed this simple act of Luther, which was the start of the Great Reformation during the 16th century. This reformation gained momentum, especially after Luther in December 1520 was excommunicated from the church by an official decree of the pope and as a result was outlawed also by the government, which in those days was totally one with the Church of Rome.

However, although in danger of life, Luther showed no fear. Instead he found his strength in the LORD, clinging to the words of Psalm 46, where it reads when putting our trust in God, He will be our refuge, our help in troubles nigh. Luther also expressed this trust in God in composing a hymn based on the words of Psalm 46, a hymn well loved by many a church member and which is found also in our Book of Praise, Hymn 41, which starts with the words,
“A mighty fortress is our God,

  a bulwark never failing.”

On this Sunday, celebrating Reformation Day, in the preaching we will focus on the psalm, on which this hymn is based, Psalm 46. 
As  far as Psalm 46 is concerned, we don’t know exactly when this psalm was made. Some com​mentaries refer to the time, when Sennacherib sieged Jerusalem and the LORD gave deliverance by slaying 185.000 Assyrians. Others think of the time when the prophet Isaiah received the Immanuel-prophecy, 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, in a similar way as we don’t know exactly when Luther wrote the Hymn ‘A mighty fortress’. In the end, to know these exact dates is not important. After all, both Psalm 46 as well as Hymn 41 proclaim a message, to which the church may cling at any given point of time, namely this message: in the heat of battle, there is no need to fear, for God with us always. 
In a nutshell you could say, this message is at the heart of both the Old as well as the NT: Immanuel – God with us, with us in and through His Son Jesus Christ, who according to Art. 18 BC is in truth our Immanuel – God with us! 
Well, that the gospel I may preach to you on this Reformation Day. The gospel;, as Luther formulated it in Hymn 41, we have the right man on our side, the man of God’s own choosing, our Saviour Jesus Christ,

“Lord Sabaoth is His Name,

  From age to age the same,

And He must win the battle.

Summarizing, this morning we will listen to

THE GOSPEL ABOUT GOD BEING OUR FORTRESS

which points us to the riches that
1) God is with us

2) With us always

I
In Psalm 46, Br. & Sr., the author rejoices in the LORD, being his refuge and strength, a help in troubles nigh. It’s a psalm, which expresses a strong trust in God. The earth is shaking to its foundation, the world is in turmoil, yet – so the author says – we will not fear, for the LORD, the God of Jacob is with us. He is our refuge. That’s the gospel proclaimed in this psalm, formulated by Luther as follows,
“A mighty fortress is our God,

  A bulwark never failing;

 Our Helper he, amid the flood

 Of mortal ills prevailing.”

In Psalm 46, the author sees before his eyes the forces of nature coming into motion. In addition, countries are in uproar. 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, 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 to the great comfort, which we as God’s children may derive from this. After all, only faith in God, who thrones high above the raging nations – only faith in God, Br. & Sr., offers true rest; true rest even in times of exceeding turmoil, when all earthly security falls away. 
That’s the message of Psalm 46; a psalm in which the author rejoices in God’s divine protection of the city He had chosen to dwell in, i.e. Zion. In the time of the OT, this was the earthly city Jerusalem.  Yes, because of God’s mighty, sustaining presence Jerusalem could not be shaken.
Because of God’s presence Jerusalem could not be shaken. This shows not Jerusalem itself was such a safe city. Instead, it was God’s presence, which made Jerusalem a safe city. It’s true, the OT Jerusalem was also geographically a very strong city. Because of its sur​rounding hills, it was difficult to be conquered. 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. 

Nevertheless, 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, only 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 during the time of the OT Jerusalem could be secured of this protection almost automatically. This secure protection was guaranteed only as long as Israel did not break God’s covenant. After all, 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 when people also live their faith. For it is also true, 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. This was not because God’s promises failed, but due to Israel’s unfaithfulness.

How, Br. & Sr., must this now 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? In a world full of turmoil, may we hold on to these same promises? Indeed we can, 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 relationship 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.”

Well, this same LORD, beloved, is also our covenant God. We too may rejoice in that same covenant relationship. Although this covenant has not always been administered in the same way – there are different dispensations – nevertheless it still is the same covenant, which God already started with Adam. 
Adam broke this relationship, and so did we in Adam. However, we also read on the first pages of the Bible that God in sovereign love set out to seek man, re-establishing that covenant relationship in Christ His Son, who is in truth our Immanuel, God with us. That’s how we are to read Psalm 46 in NT light. 
Luther also expressed this in a beautiful way in Hymn 41. For a moment go let us go back to this hymn, focussing on the second part of verse 1, which reads as follows,
“For still our ancient foe

 Doth seek to work us woe;

 His craft and power are great,

 And armed with cruel hate,

On earth is not his equal.”

To whom was Luther referring when he spoke about “our ancient foe, seeking to work our woe with craft and power and cruel hate.” On the one hand, this might be depending on the time when Luther wrote this hymn. Although this hymn was first published in 1529, the exact date when Luther wrote it is unknown. Some think of the events surrounding the Diet of Worms in 1521, where Luther had to defend himself before the emperor, being asked to recant his teachings. Others have thought of the time that the Turkish army stood at the gates of Vienna in 1529. It’s know that Luther was very sombre about the chances of Vienna standing firm. Afterwards, he spoke about the retreat of the Turkish army as miracle worked by God. So the ancient foe mentioned in Hymn 41 – is the Pope, the emperor, or the Turks? 
Most likely we must look in a different direction, especially in view of the last line of verse 1, “on earth is not his equal.” The point is this, whenever in the history of the church there is a return to the truth of gospel, Satan becomes active as well. Hence, when looking for a reference to the ‘ancient foe’, we should look more specifically at the serpent of Gen 3, and the dragon of Rev. 12, also called ‘the serpent of old’, the Devil, and Satan (Rev. 12, 9). So the final conclusion is, though made at a specific time and perhaps with a specific enemy in mind, nevertheless Hymn 41 also speaks of a wider context.
Well, beloved the same applies to Psalm 46. Initially, this psalm was made as a song of praise on the earthly Jerusalem, which was the city of God’s favour and therefore well protected. Jerusalem was 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.  That’s the wider perspective of Psalm 46, which as so many of the other psalms finds its ultimate fulfilment in Christ.

Well, similarly, in Hymn 41, Luther also mentions Christ. I may refer to verse 2, where Luther speaks about ‘Lord Sabaoth’,  which is the same name as we find in Psalm 46, which refers to God as the ‘the LORD of host’, i.e. the Commander of the heavenly army, He is with us: Immanuel – God with us! I mentioned already, the ultimate fulfilment of God being with us finds its climax in Christ. That’s why in same breath also Luther can say, 

“Christ Jesus it is He;

 LORD Sabaoth His Name,

From age to age the same,

And He must win the battle.”

Beloved, one can only say this, when you read the OT in light of the NT. God comes to us in Christ. That’s the gospel, I may preach you also this morning. It is this gospel, the gospel of Immanuel, which serves as text for this morning’s sermon. The text is not Hymn 41, but the gospel that we may know God in and through Christ, through whom God is with us to help us in the battle we have to fight today. We can’t fight this battle in own strength either. With Luther we too have to say, 
“Did we in our own strength confide,

 Our striving would be losing;

 Where not the right man on man on our side,

 The man of God’s own choosing.”

That’s why we thank God for the gift of the Saviour. He is with us always. Beloved what a rich comfort this is. At the same time, however, it should be noted that this wonderful promise will not be fulfilled to us just automati​cally. As all God’s promises, so also this promise is given to us within the covenant that God has established with us, with its two parts: a promise and an obligation. 
Applying this to Psalm 46, God says to us, “In Christ I will be with you always. I will surround you with My loving care from day to day.” The point now is, beloved, from our side we must now also accept this firm promise of God, living from it in faith on a daily basis.

In practical terms this means this promise will not be of any benefit to us, when at the work side we just join in, using the same foul language in swearing, using the f-word, or when at Saturday night we just party away. Next, we come to church on Sunday, listen to a sermon on Psalm 46 and feel comfortable saying: God is with me, nothing to fear. You will understand, if we apply Psalm 46 this way, we are only fooling ourselves, as if God would not look through that double standard of life. It’s only in the heat of battle, daring to stand up for Christ, daring to speak of the hope that is in us, that we may cling to this promise.
Hence , it’s good for all of us this morning, young and old alike, to examine ourselves with this question: what is the firm anchorage of my life. Do I really live for my Saviour, being truly thankful for what God has given me in Christ. Celebrating Reformation Day, do I appreciate also the riches of the Reformed heritage and am I willing to live from the riches of this heritage. 
Redeemed by grace – with Psalm 116 at times we sing, verse 9 of this psalm, 

“I am, O LORD, Thy servant, bound yet free,

 Thy handmaid’s son, whose shackles Thou hast broken.

 Redeemed by grace, I’ll render as a token

 Of gratitude my constant praise to Thee.”

Beloved, can you say that your life is full of this gratitude each day, and this not just in words, but also in deeds. Can people see this in your life? If you do so, yes then the comfort of Psalm 46 is indeed a tremendous rich comfort, knowing that even though people might shun me because of my faith, yet God is with me. That’s what also Luther confessed in vs. 3 of Hymn 41, “…” (Quote!)
“One little word shall fell him.” This reminds us of the time that the Lord Jesus was tempted by the devil. Just one word – a simple quote from Scripture and Satan fled. Yes,
“That word above all earthly powers – 

  No thanks to them – abideth;

 The Spirit and the gift are ours

 Through Him who with us sideth.”

The key words of the Great Reformation of the 16th century were Sola Scriptura (only Scripture), Sola Gratia (by grace alone), and everything in Christ! Doctrinally we are very strong in defending this. However, beloved, this can easily become just dry theory, something we learn in the catechism class and carry with us through life as knowledge only. 
However, it is only when standing up for Christ, when speaking of the hope that is in us and at times perhaps being shunned for it – yes then these words become truly comforting; comforting in rejoicing to be Christ, to know He is with me always. So, what can man do to me? Let they shun me, I’m Christ’s.

See, beloved, these are the true riches of Psalm 46.  May the LORD help all us to live this way each day, truly living our faith, not just in words, but also in deeds.

In addition, let us also pray that many together with us may come to faith in this wonderful gospel. Let us pray that many may come to realize that in a world full of turmoil, in a life so often affected by insecurity – may  many come to realize: true hope and real safety is found only in Jesus Christ, who says, “Simply trust in Me! I will be your ever-present help in troubles nigh. Render your life to God.”  See, beloved, that’s how we should reach out also to others, drawing them in with this wonderful gospel, as church being a city on the hill radiating the light in which by God’s grace we may walk. Let it never be our fault that others have not heard about Christ, let us use the opportunities via outreach and hopefully in time to come also via Home Mission.
II
I come to the second point of the sermon. The first point dealt with God being with us. The second point I formulated “with us always.” 
For a start, beloved, I like to note that knowing that God is always with us, as such doesn’t make life any safer, neither physically nor spiritually. Looking at things from the spiritual perspective, Satan is still out there trying to get us with enticing slogans, whispering in our ears, “What’s wrong with this or with that.” He is out there trying to make the church deviate from the truth of Scripture, today no less than in Luther’s day. As far as today’s attacks are concerned, amongst others, I think of a new hermeneutic approach to Scripture, postmodernism and evangelical influence. Also spiritually, we live in turbulent times, no less than we do so politically and globally.
Well that brings us back to Psalm 46. The author of this psalm also sees a world in turmoil with 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. Yes, since God is more powerful than all those other forces, there is no reason to fear. 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.
One may say this is quite something to speak so firmly, so strong. Let us be honest this morning, when it comes to it, often we lack this full trust in God. Yet, beloved, there is no reason to fear, when we live our life with the LORD. However, then we should start to do so living with the LORD in the nitty gritty of daily life. When living our life on a daily basis like this, we are much more prepared not to worry either when bigger issues strike. Hence, the point is to live our faith with God in a sincere way on a daily basis, without any double standards. Then indeed, there is nothing to fear. For then we live from the assurance that God is in control. That’s He, who for Christ’s sake is my Father; the almighty One, who 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. Yes, it’s only by clinging to God grace and faithfulness, that with Luther we too 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. Beloved, how would one ever be able to cope, to cope for example if persecution will arise, like elsewhere: imprisoned, tortured, killed for the sake of your faith. 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 a faithful church will always live throughout peaceful times. Lot of things may happen. Church history testifies to this. Many times the history of the church was written in blood, the blood of the martyrs. After having attended the Diet of Worms, Luther’s life was no longer safe either. He had to go in hiding at the Wartburg Castle, where he stayed for 11 months. So often during times of church struggle the lives of God’s faithful children were and are in danger. How can we stand firm? Only when we cling to the gospel that God is with us. He thrones above this earth, keeping not only the history of the church, but also 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. Persecution, terrorist attacks, earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions – they are all part of God’s program to come to Christ’s great day. I could say all these events function as wake-up calls. Wake-up calls – not only for unbelievers and those who have broken with the church, but these are equally wake up calls also for you and me, beloved, to make sure that we live our lives sincerely. To make sure that there no double standards, as it at times does happen among church members, which is a great temptation, when there is freedom and affluence, nothing to worry. 
Beloved, if this is the case in your life, make sure you act on these wake-up calls, before it is too late. Scripture clearly says that as church in the NT period we live in the last days of history. Christ Himself once said – I now think of His discourse about the signs of the times and the close of the age, recorded in Luke 21 – “Now when these things begin to happen, look up and lift your heads, because your redemption draws near.”

A world in turmoil, whilst spiritually the battle will become only more severe – yet, beloved, in faith we still 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 may look forward with a most ardent desire.
 
Beloved, if this is indeed what we are looking forward to, it will determine also the way we live: close to the LORD in all we do and wherever we are. Close to the LORD, not only on Sunday, but also when back to work on Monday or when having fun on Saturday night. There is nothing wrong with enjoying life. However, at the same time we should never forget about the spiritual battle and be armed always. Well, this is only possible when on a daily basis we live close to the LORD, read God’s Word and pray faithfully each day!

Back to Psalm 46 – the powers mentioned in this psalm 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 be hard, but then we may 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, always.                                 
Amen
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