A Song for the Church (Psalm 46; 12/7/09)
Introduction

As a child I remember hearing the story of The Three Little Pigs. Each one went to market to buy materials to build his house. One chose straw, the next sticks and the last bricks. When the houses were built, they were happy, until they heard that the wolf was coming. He huffed and he puffed and blew the house of straw down. The little pig ran to his brother’s house, but the wolf huffed and he puffed and blew the house of sticks down. The two little pigs ran to their brother’s house of bricks. The wolf huffed and he puffed but he couldn’t blow down the house. The little pigs were kept safe inside because the house was strong. I remember feeling a great sense of relief for the pigs! It’s a great thing to be safe!
Last week we looked at Psalm 84 – the song of a man who was longing for God – written by the Sons of Korah. It was a personal poem: my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God (v2). This week we’re looking at another psalm attributed to the Sons of Korah, but it’s written for a group: God is our refuge and strength…therefore we will not fear. For whom is this song written? Who can claim God as their refuge?
Many people are prepared to trust only in themselves. Their confidence is in their own ability and strength to get them through this life. “God is for weaklings,” they say. They’re building a house of straw.

Other people seek security in many other things – family, money, celebrities, superstition, even religion – as they journey through life. They’re building a house of sticks. 

Others have forsaken trust in self-confidence and false security, and have run to shelter in the God of the bible, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. They have fled to Jesus for strength and safety, and find their security in him. They are in the house of bricks. The devil and the world may huff and puff, but they are safe in Christ.

So this is a song for the Church – that is, for all God’s people throughout the centuries who have taken refuge in the living God, revealed to us through Jesus Christ. This song is worth singing. It has three verses, and a chorus (v7, 11). What is its meaning?
1) God is our Refuge – so we need not fear (v1-3)

The song begins with a statement: God is our refuge and strength. But what kind of refuge? Is he there for his people only sometimes? Is he busy elsewhere? No, he’s an ever-present help in times of trouble. He is with his people always – as Jesus promised his disciples (Mt 28:20). But what must we do with this truth? We need to apply it to our lives. That’s what’s happening here: Therefore, we will not fear. Then we are given a frightening scenario: though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea…The earth and mountains seem so permanent and dependable, but they give way and fall. Here creation is turning to chaos. We might say today, “We will not fear…even if everything comes crashing down around us!” The surging sea is a picture of disorder and confusion. After the recent earthquake in L’Aquila a witness said, “It was like the end of the world.” But with God as our refuge and strength, God’s people need not give way to fear. 
When the disciples were in the boat in the storm they were terrified. They woke Jesus with a rebuke: Master, master, we’re going to drown! Jesus stood up and rebuked the wind and everything became calm. Then he said: Where is your faith? (Luke 8:25). Jesus wanted them to apply their faith in the storm. He wanted them to trust that though the storm was fierce, they would be secure because he was with them. They discovered that day that Jesus was Lord over the power of nature.
God calls his Church to trust him in the midst of disaster. God is our refuge and strength in the middle of economic disaster – when nations are in uproar. God is our refuge and strength in the middle of environmental disaster, when men fear that the world is cracking up. God is our refuge and strength when we face death, because through Jesus’ resurrection he has destroyed the devil – and freed those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death (Hebrews 2:15). The Christian knows that if the plane crashes, disaster or disease strike, he/she is safe: we depart to be with Christ, which is better by far! (Philippians 1:23). Yes, one day the mountains literally will fall into the heart of the sea; God promises to shake this world to its foundations at the return of Christ, but we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken (Hebrews 12:28). God’s people must apply this truth in the face of fear.    
2) God is our River – so we can rejoice (v4-6)

One of the fears for a city in time of battle was a siege, when the water supply was cut off by the enemy. Jerusalem, unlike Torino, didn’t have a river flowing throught it (though an aquaduct was built by King Hezekiah). But what is this river whose streams make glad the city of God? It is God himself – his refreshing, reassuring presence: God is within her, she will not fall. So God’s presence make the people glad, even though nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall. In the NT Jerusalem becomes a symbol of the Church: But you have come to Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God (Hebrews 12:22). And so in the midst of persecution, opposition and international anxiety, God’s people – the Christian Church – can be glad and rejoice. Why? Because God is with us – by his Spirit. Jesus said: “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me…streams of living water will flow from within him.” By this he meant the Spirit (John 7:37f). God is our river!
When Paul and Silas went to Philippi, they were unjustly arrested, beaten and imprisoned. At midnight, the other prisoners must have been wakened by an  unusual sound. These new prisoners were praying singing hymns to God! Suddenly there was an earthquake, and the prison doors flew open. The jailer was about to kill himself, but Paul called: Don’t harm yourself! We’re all here! The jailer is converted to Christ. What made the difference in that situation? Paul and Silas, in the midst of sufferings, were able to rejoice in God. God was their river – he had sustained them and made them glad. What a powerful witness!

The Church around the world is facing terrible persecution. In Zimbabwe last year a church was closed by the government to become a torture facility. The congregation of 30 were beaten and accused, but they continued to meet at the pastor’s home! What made them keep going? God is their river! Pastor Samuel and his family returned from Tanzania to Burundi. He had no home or shelter, but Muslims said that if he joined Islam, all his essential needs would be met. Why didn’t he convert? “I did not doubt that the God who took care of us in Tanzania would not fail to take care of us in…Burundi.” (Barnabas Aid, July p14). God is their river! God is our river too! He gives us his joy in the midst of trials. With Paul we say: We rejoice in our sufferings because…God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit…(Rom 5:2f).

3) God is Reigning – so we can be still (v8-10)

We’re invited to see the works of the LORD – just as the Queen of Sheba came to see the works of King Solomon. What kind of works does the LORD do? Firstly, see the desolations he has brought on the earth. These are God’s acts of judgement upon nations in rebellion against him. Think of Egypt, Sodom and Jericho. But he also works make wars cease; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear. Then God speaks: Be still, and know that I am God. Who is he speaking to? It could be a message to his enemies: “Stop your rebellion; you’re fighting a losing battle!” Or is it a message to his people? “Don’t be anxious! Relax! I’m reigning, despite the opposition of the nations. I will be exalted in all the earth. One day every knee will bow before me.” Isn’t this what we see promised in Jesus Christ? God exalted him to the highest place and gave him a name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and ever tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord…(Phil 2:9-11)
Under the reign of Hezekiah the Assyrians came to beseige Jerusalem. The King of Assyria sent his general to speak his message. He boasted about how great he was. He told them not to trust in Egypt’s help. And he mocked them for having any faith in the LORD their God: Don’t listen to Hezekiah when he says, “The LORD will deliver us.” Has the god of any nation ever delivered his land from the King of Assyria? (2 Kings 18:32-33). But Isaiah the prophet came with a message from the LORD: I will defend this city and save it, for my sake and the sake of my servant David. That night the LORD killed 85,000 soldiers, the King went home, and was later murdered by his sons.

And God says to his people today: Be still, and know that I am God. He is reigning as King. He has a plan, and nothing can stop it. Even when it seems that the enemies of God are getting the upper hand, rememebr that he will be exalted in all the earth. He will keep his promise. When Jesus Christ returns it will be a time of desolation if you have failed to trust in him, but great consolation if you have made him your refuge. There will be people from every tongue and tribe and nation gathered around his throne, giving him glad and joyful worship. God is working out his plans as the gospel goes out to the nations. Be still…!
Conclusion

We end with the song’s chorus:
The LORD Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress
Notice that the Lord is called the God of Jacob. Jacob was a twister and deceiver. He thought he could get through life on his own, trusting in his own powers and abilities. But God met with him and changed him. You might be wondering if God will have you? Can he change you after all you have been and done? Yes! Turn to him. Call on him. Don’t be like those two little pigs, taking refuge in your houses of straw or sticks. They can’t save you. You must take refuge in the Lord Jesus Christ; only then will you be safe.

He is my refuge in deep distress

The Lord my strength and glorious righteosness

Through floods and flames he leads me safely on

Ad daily makes his sovereign goodness known 

If you’re a Christian this morning, will you take courage? You belong to Jesus Christ. You are a member of God’s kingdom. You are loved by God! And he hasn’t left you alone but given you brothers and sisters with whom you can sing:

Let the church with gladness hymns of triumph sing

For her Lord is living, death has lost its sting!
God is our refuge – we need not fear. God is our river – so we can rejoice. God is reigning – so we can be still.
