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In 726 B.C. the people of God existed in two different kingdoms. The kingdom of Israel to the north and the kingdom of Judah to the south. For 32 years, Judah had been ruled by kings who had descended from the line of David but had promoted idolatry and pagan practices. Enter King Hezekiah. He came to the throne at only 25 years of age but began to make sweeping reforms across the political and religious landscapes. He reopened the doors of the temple, which his father before him had shut. He gathered the priests and the Levites and charged them to sanctify themselves and ready themselves for worship and sacrifices to come back to the temple. He reinstituted the celebration of Passover. He gathered the writings of David and Solomon and he enlisted the help of a spiritual mentor, the prophet Isaiah.  The worship of God had come back to the people of Judah.  Four years into his reign, the Assyrians army attacked the kingdom to the north of Israel. After three years of bitter fighting, the Assyrian army finally prevailed. The people of Israel were conquered and they were sent off in captivity and exile into foreign lands. Hezekiah to the south in Judah remained strong and stood his ground but the inevitable would soon follow.  In the 14th year of Hezekiah’s reign, the Assyrian army marched into Judah taking over the fortified cities. And they marched on the capitol city of Jerusalem. The Assyrian king sent envoys to King Hezekiah demanding surrender. Hezekiah refused. He sought the counsel of Isaiah and together they prayed. And Hezekiah’s prayer was this: O Lord our God, deliver us from his hand so that all the kingdoms of the earth will know that you alone are God. That prayer for Hezekiah became a framework of faith; a framework in which he understood that God was present in the midst of troubling circumstances.
The next morning, 185,000 Assyrian soldiers were found slain. Hezekiah prevailed and the kingdom of Judah had been saved and Hezekiah had not lifted a finger, he had only lifted a prayer that recognized the sovereignty of God.

This story was so critical to the story of the people of Judah that it was retold three times in the Old Testament. We find it in II Kings and II Chronicles and in the book of Isaiah. And it is most likely this story that was the backdrop against which Psalm 46 was written. It is even quite probable that the poet warrior king Hezekiah penned it himself.  God is our refuge and strength and always present to help in times of trouble, so we will not fear. Though the earthquakes come and the mountains crumble into the sea, let the oceans roar and foam; let the mountains tremble as the waters surge. God is our refuge. The Psalmist talks in plural terms here. This isn’t just a personal statement to reflect an individual faith. He is recognizing that there is a corporate reality in the life we live and that we find refuge in God when we come together in the strength of community. God is our refuge. The word literally means a shelter or a rock. When the elements of life are hurled at us, we can find safety and security in God. 

Then it says God is our strength. When I think about that, I think about this trip that I went on when I went white-water rafting in North Carolina. I had been down the river a couple times before. I was really looking forward to the adventure, but I was traveling with three friends who were expressing great concern. They were driving me crazy. They were really concerned that they were going to get thrown out of the boat. This particular trip coincided with one of the first key moments of my life when I can remember wrestling with a call into ministry. So, as they expressed their concerns, I responded very much in the way you would expect me to respond, maybe even in the way you’d expect a pastor to respond – I laughed at them! Then I put my counseling hat on and I assured them that in two other times down the river, I had never once seen anyone in my boat or another boat be thrown from the boat into the river. So, they believed me and trusted me and they got in the boat, although they got in the back of the boat. Then I assumed my favorite position in front. We start down the river and we have not even hit class five rapids yet before someone was thrown out of the boat. That person was me! It was all I could do to remember to hold on tight to my paddle so I wouldn’t lose it and to keep my feet up out of the water. I couldn’t swim in this water, it was too rough and too unpredictable, I could just succumb to its power. As I was being drawn down into the water and sucked under by the current, I would sail past jagged edges and rough rocks and anytime I would surface, I would try to gasp to get enough air in, not knowing when the next time I would be able to breath might be. I just had to wait while the water took me where it was going to take me. Finally we hit a calm place in the river and the biggest strongest guy in the boat grabbed me by the lifejacket and popped me right out of the river back into the boat.  Then we had to go to the shore to let out my three friends!  But in moments where I had come to the end of my strength, where all of my strength exerted could do no more than keep me afloat at best, I needed the strength of another to rescue me from this situation. 
When the torrents of life come at us and all of our strength is gone, God can be our strength. God can be the strength that lifts us to a new level, that lifts us to a new perspective. God is our strength.

Then it says in the Psalm that He is always present to help in times of trouble. That word trouble means to be in a tight place or a cramped space; in a narrow spot that’s too hard to get out. It might be understood as being between a rock and hard place. And when we are in those places and we need a way out, God facilitates the way out for us. 
Then the Psalmist says we will not fear. It is a bold statement that recognizes that even though the hurricanes are coming and the earth is shaking and the mountains are crumbing that they will not fear because God is in the midst of the circumstances.

I think a lot of times, we think that faith is ignoring the present reality that we are in; that faith is looking at what’s going on around us and turning a blind eye to it or wishing it away, ignoring that what is going on around us is bad. The Psalmists didn’t shrink away from the reality of the present situation. The Psalmist realized that the earthquakes were present and that the mountains were crumbling and that the waters were surging, but he didn’t ignore it. He didn’t turn a blind eye, he didn’t wish it away. He had a framework of faith that recognized God is the midst of it. 
Faith is not ignoring the realities of the present situation; faith is staring the present situation in the eye and daring it to remain the same in the presence of an Almighty God.  Faith is staring down reality and watching as it bows to the presence of God in our lives.
King Hezekiah was facing political unrest and personal turmoil and international conflict and leadership challenges like he had never faced. Yet, in the midst of it, he recognized that God was present. He had a framework of faith that recognized that although the world was shifting around him, God was present. God was the rock. God was the refuge and the shelter and the help in the midst of all of it.

What kind of chaos is going on in life today? Where are the tectonic plates shifting and causing you to live in unsettled ways? Where are the winds blowing and disorienting the anchors of your life? Faith is not ignoring those. Faith is not pretending like they are not there. Faith is staring those in the face and watching them bow in the presence of an Almighty God.
For those of you new to NCC, we are reading through the Bible together this year. It’s called From Garden to City. We start in the creation and the Garden of Eden and move to the recreation and the New Jerusalem in the book of Revelation. So we have cards made up that have the reading plan. If you are new, we invite you to jump in right where we are at this week. Or maybe you’ve been at NCC for a while but stopped reading when we hit Malachi and you want to jump back in, now is a great time to get back involved in reading. You don’t have to do all the stuff you missed, just jump right in. We have cards at all of our locations and we will also have some members of our hospitality team handing them out after the services.  This weekend we jump into the second book of the Psalms. The Psalms are actually a collection of five different books and this week we started with the second book of the Psalms and we will continue to read the book of Psalms until the end of the month.
The Psalms are often equated with David and David was one of the primary authors of the Psalms. He penned about at least 70 we know that are directly authored by him. But there were others authors as well. Moses actually wrote Psalm 90. Asaph was one of the authors, and the sons of Korah. As we mentioned earlier, Hezekiah most likely wrote a number of the Psalms, 46-49. The book was actually written and compiled over several hundred years. Each Psalm is kind of like a frame. We are starting a new series called ‘Frames’ and the Psalms are like frames for us. They give us a framework for viewing life. Some of them are like a window frame that allows us to see into the supernatural from the situation of the natural. Some of them are like picture frames. Depending on what frame you put around a picture, it draws out different colors and different textures and different things in that picture. Sometimes the Psalms give us a frame around our lives to see things in a new way. Sometimes the Psalms are like the frame of a film, where we capture one brief moment in a life to see the situation that is happening there. Sometimes the Psalms are like the framework of a house we’re building. They provide order and orientation to the chaos and the disturbances that are around us.   So the Psalms provide frames for our lives.

Often we go to the Psalm, we know that they are prayers and they are praises, so we often go there when we want to feel joyful or when we want to worship. We think that they are a positive expression of our faith, but what we fail to recognize sometimes though is that the Psalms are some of the grittiest, raw expressions of faith in the Bible. They are not just happy moments, they are also the very discouraged moments, the moments of despair. They reveal the internal wickedness and joy and desires and hurts and pains and hopes of the human heart. In the Psalms, we find art and we find poetry and it is so necessary to our lives and the lives of faith that we lead that the Psalms are quoted or eluded to over 400 times in the New Testament. What we find in the Psalms are not just songs of joy, we also find songs of pain and songs of disillusionment and songs of despair. 
Walter Brueggemann talks about this a little bit in his book Spirituality of the Psalms and he says this: 

The Psalms of negativity, the complaints of various kinds, the cries for vengeance are foundational to a life of faith in this particular God. Much Christian piety and spirituality is romantic and unreal in its positiveness. As children of the enlightenment, we have censored and selected around the voice of darkness and disorientation, seeking to go from strength to strength, from victory to victory, but the hope is rooted precisely in the midst of loss and darkness where God is surprisingly present.

When we only sing happy songs in our faith, we are not doing what the Bible itself does, because in the Bible, we see people singing songs of negativity. But the key is they sing songs of negativity well, because they recognize that God is in the midst of the situation. So in the first three verses of Psalm 46, we read that God is our refuge and our strength and that He is always present to help in times of trouble so we will not fear. But then the Psalmist goes on to recognize what is going on around him; that the mountains are crumbling into the sea and that the earthquakes are coming and that the oceans are roaring and foaming and the mountains are trembling. The Psalms is not ignoring the reality of the present situation. He is realizing that faith is not about thinking that those things just aren’t there or trying to think more positively about them, it is staring them in the face and then daring them to remain the same in the presence of an Almighty God. Faith is really looking at our present reality and watching it bow in the presence of an Almighty God.
As we continue to read Psalm 46, we read this

A river brings joy to the city of our God, the sacred home of the most high. God Himself lives in that city. It cannot be destroyed. God will protect it at the break of day. The nations are in an uproar and kingdoms crumble, God thunders and the earth melts. The Lord Almighty is here among us. The God of Israel is our fortress.

So, in the first three verses of Psalm 46, we read about the chaos that is swirling around the Psalmist, and here again, the Psalm continues to recognize what’s going on, that the earth is melting and kingdoms are crumbling and there is chaos, but he is also recognizing the presence of God in the midst of it; that the Lord is here and the Lord protects the city. And what we see emerge is this idea that the presence and the power of God in the situation changes everything about it.  All of a sudden, those waters that are surging and the oceans that are roaring, all of a sudden, we see the water metaphor turn to a river that brings joy to the city of God. We see God protecting the city at the break of day. I think what the Psalmist is doing is giving us a picture of a theological mystery. Let’s do a quick and dirty theology lessons. What the Psalmist is doing is showing us a picture of God’s imminence and his transcendence.  I know a lot of times we think theology is boring conversation and it leads to arguments or lead to division or causes us to focus on the wrong thing. Here’s the deal, the way we think about God affects the way that we respond to Him and it affects the way we live. What the poet is doing here is he is making a theological statement about the character and nature of God.  He is doing it in artistic terms. He is doing it in poetic glory and I think we ought to invite our artists back into theological discussions. They become more fun that way. 
But the poet, the Psalmist, is giving us a picture of God’s imminence and God’s transcendence. What we read is that God is here, that He is in this city, that the Lord Almighty is here among us. When Isaiah prophesied about the coming of Jesus Christ, he said his name will be called Immanuel, meaning God with us. When the angel appeared to Joseph in the dream, he said that Mary would have a child and they would call him name Immanuel, meaning God with us. The imminence of God means that God is here. He is present, He is with us. He is not out there somewhere, He is right here where we live and where we walk.  We see the imminence of God when we see Jacob wrestling with God. We see it when God is present in the clouds and in the fire and in the tabernacle and in the midst of the children of Israel in the Exodus. We see imminence manifested most profoundly as God comes wrapped in the skin of his own creation and submits Himself to the care and the scorn of his own creation. We see imminence happening with the couple as they walked on the road to Emmaus and discovered that God is in presence with them. We see it in Matthew 28:20 when Jesus is giving his final command to his disciples. He says go make disciples of all nations, and the last thing He says is, “I will be with you always, even to the end of the age.”  Imminence is the idea that God is here; that He is present; that the Lord is here among us, not out there somewhere, but here.

Then the Psalmist also speaks of God’s transcendence. He says things like he refers to God as the Most High. It says that He will protect us and He is our fortress. It says that when He thunders, the earth melts. That is not your average every day, run of the mill thunder. The earth is melting. There is something about God that is holy. God is not just a bigger, better version of us. He is God. We see God’s transcendence when He speaks the world into existence. We see God’s transcendence in Job 22:12 when he says God is so great, higher than the heavens, higher than the farthest stars. Psalms tell us that God’s glory and God’s love is higher than the heavens. In Isaiah 55, we read my thoughts are higher than your thoughts and my ways are higher than your ways. We catch a glimpse of the transcendence of God when we walk with Peter and James and John up the Mount of Transfiguration and they saw Jesus transform. We see the transcendence of God as Stephen is being stoned to death and he looks up into the heavens and sees Christ standing at the right hand of his Father. Transcendence means that God is sovereign and that God is in control.  
Imminence brings us the comfort of God. Transcendence fuels in us a hope that change can happen. Imminence brings us communion with God. Transcendence brings us protection from God. Imminence means that God is just a whisper away. Transcendence means that when God whispers, the foundations of the earth shake and things are created and people are healed. It means stuff happens! The imminence and transcendence of God, theology is important because the way we view God, the way we think about Him, the way we understand his character and his attributes affect the way we respond to Him and affects the way we live.
These are some of the results we see in this Psalm. We see that the presence and power brings a new attitude. The waters, which could have been a source of terror and concern because they were bringing destruction are now bringing joy to the city of God. We are finding that a new day is dawning when God is there because it says God will protect us at the break of day. We find out that there is irrevocable change when God speaks; that s God thunders, the earth melts away. Now if God’s thunder can cause the earth to melt away, whatever it is that’s happening in our life that we think just cannot be changed, it looks a lot differently when God’s thunder causes earth to melt.

So, a framework of faith begins by not having a positive spin on everything in our lives. It begins with staring the present reality of our situation in the face and watching it bow in the presence of Almighty God.  A framework of faith also understands that the imminence and transcendence is the presence and the power of God, and it holds with it the potential to change the situation that we are in.

Come see the glorious work of the Lord. See how He brings destruction upon the world and causes wars to end throughout the earth. He breaks the bow and snaps the spear into. He burns the shields with fire. Be silent and know that I am God. I will be honored by every nation. I will be honored throughout the world. The Lord Almighty is here among us. The God of Israel is our fortress.

A framework of faith means surrendering control to God. And it begins by seeing the glorious works of the Lord. The Psalmist says come see the glorious works of the Lord. When we see the works of the Lord around us, it gives us faith to know that He will work in the situation that we are in. And I think that seeing the glorious works of the Lord is multi-dimensional. I think it means looking back, looking closer and looking ahead. Looking back means seeing the work that God has done in the past. That could be seeing what He has done in Scripture, the stories where He has revealed Himself and his sovereignty. Or it might mean looking at our own lives and seeing where God has been faithful and God has brought change in our lives. It means looking closer. 
I’m going to talk about a subject that is going to make a lot of you nervous. Some of you are very thankful that nowhere in Scripture does it ever say ‘And Jesus rose early in the morning and withdrew to the wilderness to journal.’  Others of you really wish it said that but many of you are glad it doesn’t say that.  Journaling is not something we have to do in order to get to heaven. But I would also say that if people hadn’t written down their reactions and their responses and their experiences with Jesus, we wouldn’t have this Book that we have. So I think looking closer is about finding a way, whether journaling or something else, finding a way to capture the stories of God in our lives. Finding a way to capture his fingerprints where He has marked our lives with his glory and his presence.

I’m going to rewind all the way back to when I was in college. I was at Louisiana State University. My academic background is in environmental engineering. So I had a lot of lab classes. I loved labs because I loved played with stuff and making things blow up and cutting things open. I loved labs, but there was an element of lab classes that I did not like. It’s when we had to look through a microscope at some micro-organism and then draw it in our lab books. I hated that. I thought if I had wanted to draw things, I would have enrolled in the art school across campus. I cannot draw. I can’t draw stick figures. It’s embarrassing. Then you have to turn your lab notebook in and I’m thinking the professor will be laughing at my drawing. I couldn’t figure out why they were making us draw this stuff. But here’s what I learned. When exam time rolled around, and we had to look in the microscope and identify what we saw, I had become very thankful that I had to draw that stuff in my lab notebook because even though the drawings in the textbook were a lot better than mine, they didn’t really look like what I was seeing in the microscope. Because I had to draw what I was seeing, it forced me to look longer; it forced me to look more closely and to look with a greater sense of accuracy at what I was seeing. I had to notice different angles and different textures and different colors and different forms and shapes. Because I was forced to draw it, it forced me to look longer and look more closely. 

I think the same is true in our spiritual lives. Often God is at work in our lives and it just passes us by. We pass through our days but really the time is passing in front of us. But when we find ways, whether it is journaling or artistic or like the Psalmist poetically describing their experiences with God, we need to find ways to capture the stories of God in our lives, so that when it says to see the glorious works of the Lord, that causes us to build a framework of faith in our lives.

I think it also means looking ahead, looking at those things that we are hoping for and praying for and anticipating in the future. Hebrews 11:1 asks: what is faith. Then it answers: it is the confident assurance that what we hope for is going to happen.  It is the evidence of things we cannot yet see. When we see the glorious works of God, it builds faith in us.
Then in verse 10, we see something really interesting happening in the Psalms. The voice changes. It changes from the Psalmist to God Himself when He says be silent and know that I am God. Some translations say be still and know that I am God. What we usually do with this particular verse is we interpret that to mean be quiet and be still and reflect on God in passive mediation. I’m not real good at that. But what this verse actually means in take your hands off of it. Whatever situation you are in, be still and know that I am God, take your hands off the situation and let God step in. The Message translation actually renders it this way, step out of the traffic, take a long loving look at Me, your high God, above politics, above everything.  The word ‘politics’ is really interesting there in the city that we are in, because the Psalm also goes on to say that God is our fortress. 

Every two years, the tectonic plates of the political landscape in this city shift. We had a little thing called an election earlier this week. What that often means is a change for many of us, for many of you. For some, it is positive change. For some, it is not so positive. If people around the country watched the horse races and watched the returns and see it as shifts in ideology and shifts in political landscapes, the shifts that happen in our lives in this city happen at a much more raw and visceral level because it means new jobs or loss of jobs or change jobs.  There are shifts that are happening and we can feel like we are disoriented. We can feel like things are changing quickly around us. 

Psalms 46 is very relevant to today right here in D.C. God is our fortress. Romans 12:15 tells us that we are to mourn with those who mourn and rejoice with those who rejoice. I think it is interesting in this city that I often find myself every two years doing both of those things with different people on the same day.  But what we need to understand is that God is our fortress. Our job is not our fortress. Politics is not our fortress. The contacts that we have in our iphone are not our fortress. God is our fortress. 

700 years before Jesus showed up, a guy by the name of King Hezekiah came to the throne and brought reform, sweeping political and social and most importantly spiritual reform to the people of Israel.  

1,500 years after Jesus, another guy by the name of Martin Luther comes along and causes another Reformation. On August 16, 1513, Martin Luther began to give his first lecture ever on Scripture. His text was the book of Psalm. We often equate the book of Romans with the Reformation. In fact, we were very strategic about making sure we were reading Romans on the day that was Reformation Day. In that case, there was a method to our madness around here.  We often equate the book of Romans with the Protestant Reformation and the reality is that Romans informed and inspired Luther’s theological convictions about the nature of grace in the gospel, but it was the book of Psalms that gave him the boldness and the courage to publically proclaim those convictions. Psalms was just as influential in Luther’s life as the book of Romans was. One of the things that’s cool about Luther’s life is that when he found himself in the midst of despair, when he was in the midst of sickness and in the midst of attacks and in the midst of excommunication, he was known to say to his partner in crime, his partner in ministry, ‘Come Philip, let us sing the Psalms together.’  And Psalm 46, the one we’ve been diving into this weekend, was a Psalm they would sing together often.  Eventually they put music to it and that became the hymn A Mighty Fortress is our God, one of the greatest hymns of the church. 
For King Hezekiah, for Luther, faith was not ignoring the reality of the present situation. It was staring it in the face and seeing God’s presence and his power in the midst of it and then surrendering control of the situation over to God.  

God is our refuge and strength, always ready to help in times of trouble. So we will not fear, even if earthquakes come and the mountains crumble into the sea. Let the oceans roar in foam; let the mountains tremble as the waters surge. A river brings joy to the city of our God, the sacred home of the Most High. God Himself lives in that city. It cannot be destroyed. God will protect it at the break of day. The nations are in uproar and kingdoms crumble. God thunders and the earth melts. The Lord Almighty is here among us. The God of Israel is our fortress. Come see the glorious works of the Lord. See how He brings destruction upon the world and causes wars to end throughout the earth. He breaks the bow and snaps the spear into. He burns the shields with fire. Be silent and know that I am God. I will be honored by every nation. I will be honored throughout the world. The Lord Almighty is here among us. The God of Israel is our fortress.  

