Sunday 23rd Jan – Psalm 46

Welcome
Opening prayer
470 Praise to the Lord, the Almighty
Family News (inc birthdays)
Prayers
Reading/ childrens talk – Mark 4:23-27
Dramatised reading – children help (need someone else to read – from the childrens’ bible p. 312)
Parachute (sea), yoga mat (boat), someone lays on it ‘asleep’ – read story, waves get wilder and wilder, Jesus wakes up – drop parachute.
673 Blessed be the name of the Lord
37 Be bold, be strong
Reading - Psalm 46[a]
For the director of music. Of the Sons of Korah. According to alamoth.[b] A song.
1 God is our refuge and strength,
    an ever-present help in trouble.
2 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way
    and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea,
3 though its waters roar and foam
    and the mountains quake with their surging.[c]
4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God,
    the holy place where the Most High dwells.
5 God is within her, she will not fall;
    God will help her at break of day.
6 Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall;
    he lifts his voice, the earth melts.
7 The LORD Almighty is with us;
    the God of Jacob is our fortress.
8 Come and see what the LORD has done,
    the desolations he has brought on the earth.
9 He makes wars cease
    to the ends of the earth.
He breaks the bow and shatters the spear;
    he burns the shields[d] with fire.
10 He says, ‘Be still, and know that I am God;
    I will be exalted among the nations,
    I will be exalted in the earth.’
11 The LORD Almighty is with us;
    the God of Jacob is our fortress.

415 O God our help in ages past

I very rarely preach on the psalms.  I’ll tell you why.  Firstly because I like to teach, I like to say something a bit new, a bit interesting.  The Psalms are quite difficult in that respect.  They are so clear, in general, so obvious in what they are talking about, that I’m not quite sure what I can bring to the study of them.  And secondly because they are poetry.  And when we take poetry and strip it apart and analyse it, sometimes it seems to lose something.  But, I hope, we can also gain something.  So let’s give it a go!
You will realise, if you look at the book of Psalms, that they come in many different types and styles, as Rene said last week.  Praises, lament, songs of celebration, songs of kingship, songs for use at various festivals and by various people… That’s why we are actually having a few different services on them to try to cover a bit of a spectrum.  Rene spoke last week on some Psalms of David, I will do this week and a friend of mine from college will come in a few weeks’ time and finish off for us.  
But before we get into this psalm in particular, I just want to draw your attention to a couple of features of Hebrew poetry that might help us to read, not just this psalm but the psalms in general.
The first thing you will notice about the psalms is their use of imagery and metaphor.  We will come back to it later, but we can see that the psalmist presents various pictures to our minds to illustrate his point.  So, poetic imagery is important.  Second, the distinguishing feature of Hebrew poetry is parallelism.  We’ll come back to that next week when we look at Proverbs, but throughout the psalms and throughout the Bible in various places is this poetic device of stating something on one line and then reiterating it in some way on the next.  And a recognition of that can really help our understanding and appreciation of this type of writing.  And thirdly, the most hidden (or even I could say ‘lost’ aspect of Hebrew poetry that we find in some (but not all) of the psalms is the acrostic – where each line or verse starts with a different letter.  The most famous one is psalm 119, which runs right through the Hebrew alphabet, with each stanza beginning with the next letter. 
But let’s turn our attention to Psalm 46.  It begins, as many of the psalms do, with an instruction – For the director of music. Of the Sons of Korah.  According to alamoth. A song.  We don’t often pick up on those bits, but they are worth knowing about.  Obviously this is a song, given to the musical director, that makes sense.  The Sons of Korah bit refers to one of the musical guilds in the Temple – either they wrote it, or they were the ones who were going to use it when they led worship.  But the phrase ‘to alamoth’ is completely unknown.  There is a suggestion that it might be a tune; there is another suggestion that the word relates to the word for ‘young women’, making it the only psalm specifically designated to being sung by women.
And that’s a suggestion that I want to pick up on.  Hence using the girls to read it this morning.  Because although it doesn’t take away from the straightforward meaning of the psalm, I wonder if it brings something to our understanding to think of it as being sung not from a position of strength but from a position of weakness.  A position of minority and helplessness.
I think this psalm works on two levels.  On the first level it is a psalm about war.  There is a suggestion that it fits in with the book of Isaiah, and the story of King Hezekiah being attacked by the vast Assyrian army, with Jerusalem under siege, surrounded.  The sense of being a little, helpless country surrounded by these nations at war, threatening to engulf you.  The mountains and the seas, images of the power and danger of their surroundings, however much they huff and puff are unable to break Israel because God is with them.  God is in control.  The first part of the psalm speaks about a general confidence in God, the second part a particular experience of that confidence in deliverance of the city.  And that confidence is seen most clearly towards the end of the psalm where we see the nations in uproar and God melting the earth with just his voice.  We see him stepping in to break the bow and shatter the spear, to enforce peace on the earth.  Making himself known to these violent neighbours as well as to Israel themselves, so that they too will recognise him and praise him.  It gives hope.
But there is a second level that I want to concentrate on.  Although the psalms are inspired by a particular circumstance, they are not limited to that circumstance.  Psalm 51 was inspired by David’s expression of remorse after his adultery with Bathsheba, and verse 2 says ‘wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin’.  It doesn’t say, ‘cleanse me from my sin of adultery’.  Because it isn’t written to be limited to that circumstance, but to be used in any situation in which someone finds themselves repentant for sin.  And in a similar way, Psalm 46 isn’t limited to those occasions when we are in a city under siege from military forces in foreign nations, but in any situations in which we are threatened, afraid, overwhelmed.  And that it the way in which we can read this psalm as an encouragement to ourselves today.
As I said earlier, the psalms are full of imagery.  And as we read this psalm I want us to focus on those images that come to our minds; maybe, if you are feeling creative, take a piece of paper and draw out something that jumps out at you in it.  I’m going to read through the verses and just say a little bit as we go, I’ll try to keep it calm and slow and I encourage you not just to listen to me but to listen to God; what is God saying to you through this?

God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.  I don’t know about you, but my picture at that point is that strong tower we sang about earlier.  That place to go to when things get difficult, that will not fail us but is always there.  And yet, I wonder whether he is more than just a place to run to, to shut the trouble out; he is our strength to face it.
Therefore we will not fear, 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.  That picture of the troubles and storms about us, the ground shifting beneath our feet, the waves rising up in noise and agitation, threatening to overwhelm us.  In that picture of the tremendous power of nature turning against us, can’t we almost feel the terror it would cause?  Yet the psalmist asserts, we will not fear.  There are troubles, almost overwhelming troubles, but we will not fear.  Why?  Because God is our refuge and our strength in those troubles.  Even, if I go back to what I said earlier, for the weakness and helplessness of a female in a male-dominated world, in our weakness we will not be afraid.
On that confidence, the psalmist moves to a much more positive view.
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells.  Except there is no river in Jerusalem.  So again we are left with a picture rather than a reality.  It’s a picture not uncommon in the Old Testament, but one that is not entirely straightforward.  Because the streams flow into the river, and the river flows out into the world.  It happens in the garden of Eden, in Genesis, where the streams water the land and flow outward; it happens in Ezekiel, where the river flows out from the Temple, it happens in Zechariah who prophesies the living water flowing out from Jerusalem. The water symbolises the presence, blessing, refreshing, life-giving of God.  So these streams, these myriad ways of God working within the city and making it glad, go on to flow out into the world around.  
And what is the city?  The holy place where the Most High dwells.  But God’s dwelling place is with us; within us, his people, his Temple.  Not only will God care for us in trouble but God’s work within us, and around us will make us glad, and will flow out into the world.
Still on the city, the psalmist continues:  God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day.  And again that is a great promise of the strength and upholding of God, isn’t it.  Perhaps for me as a female I have to confess that the feminine pronoun helps me here.  God is within her, she will not fall, God will help her.  If I am part of the city of God, if God dwells within me, I will not fall because he will help me whatever is going on around me.
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.  That picture of a city standing strong while the world around crumbles.  But God is in control.  A refuge, a hope, a strength.
Come and see the works of the Lord, the desolations he has brought on the earth.  He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, he burns the shields with fire.  These things around, whether these nations that have threatened to overwhelm Israel in their military action, or the troubles we face in our lives; they are destined for God’s destruction.  He is able to enforce peace, and he is willing to do so.
As we come towards the end of the psalm we come to an often-quoted verse (or at least we often quote one line of it!): “Be still and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.”  How often do we read or hear those words?  “Be still and know that I am God.”
In your picturing, I wonder how you might picture that sentence being spoken.  It is God speaking.  Do you picture it as God speaking to you?  Do you picture it as God holding you like a child, “Hush, I’m here.  It’ll be ok.”  Do you picture it comforting, quieting, peaceful?  Is it akin to Jesus’ “Come to me, and I will give you rest.”?
Feel free to do that.  The knowledge that God is God should give us that reassurance and comfort.  But unfortunately, that’s not what this is saying in this passage.  God isn’t comforting and reassuring.  God is commanding.
If we want to liken it to a New Testament passage, we need to liken it to Jesus out on the boat in the storm, saying to the wind and the waves, “Be Still!”  If we want to liken it to a parent and a child we need to liken it to me yelling at the kids “Shut up!”  God says, “Shut up!  I am God!”
Does he say it to us, in our anxiety about the troubles we are facing?  Does he say it to our minds in their whirlwind of emotion?  “Stop!  Sit down!  Listen to me!”  Is he telling us off for getting worked up into a state, promising us that he is in control?
Or does he say it to those troubles around us, to the storms of our lives?  “Stop bothering them!  Recognise that I am God!”  It reminds me of Jesus’ encounters with demons.  What would it look like if those things that trouble us would acknowledge that God is God?  It would look like the wind and the waves obeying him.  It would look like the surrounding chaos ceasing its uproar, its fighting, its threats at his command, exalting God who has broken its power.
What is it in your life that needs to know that God is God?  What troubles roar and rage about you and threaten to overwhelm you?  Let us call on God to step in, to put his foot down and command “Be still, and know that I am God.  I will be exalted, throughout the earth.”
The Lord Almighty is with us, the God of Jacob is our fortress.
Let us pray.
Lord, the world around us is so often difficult.  Thank you for this psalm that promises we need not be afraid.  As our troubles, like those waters, roar and foam about us, as the earth shakes beneath our feet, would you say, “Be still.”  Would you plant our feet on a firm foundation.  May we know the living waters of your grace and peace running through our lives and out to the world around us as we acknowledge your presence with us.  May your voice ring out against those things that threaten to overwhelm us, “Enough! Be still!”.  Would you be our strength and our fortress, in all that we face.


Cornerstone https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izrk-erhDdk




