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God’s love for you is everlasting.  His forgiveness of all your sins is never ending.  His grace is all-sufficient for all your needs.  Amen.

The Word of God that I will share with you that is appropriate for our celebration of the Reformation is the Psalm that inspired Luther to write “A Mighty Fortress”, Psalm 46.  Since we’ve read it already, I’m just going to read the first verse:  God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.  Jesus Christ, is that very God, the God of our salvation, my dear friends.

Are you afraid to get gas in your car?  Are you afraid to go shopping at ShopKo or WalMart or Menards?  Are you afraid to drop your children off at school?  I’ll bet you if this were Washington, D.C. in the past three weeks, you would have been.  Fear touches every one of our lives, doesn’t it?  Snipers in Washington, September 11 – terrorists in airplanes, stock markets taking a nose dive, layoffs, plants closing, “I don’t love you any more. I’m  leaving.”

Fear.  Ann Landers once commented that fear is the number one predominate theme in all the letters she receives.  People fear loss – loss of health, loss of control over their life, loss of a job, loss of wealth, loss of a loved one. People fear change.  People fear being exposed for who they really are.  They fear something from their past being revealed because they fear what other people will think of them.  I was wondering what you thought when I forgot to turn on the projector before today’s service.  I thought I was going to get this service right!  Last service I announced the wrong hymn at the very beginning.  Last week before 10:45, I’m running up the steps, stepped on the bottom of my robe, & fell flat on my face right in front of a whole bunch of people.  I was going to baptize their baby.  Wednesday night, I’m over there trying to sing the bass line to the opening hymn (and I’m slaughtering it) – then all of a sudden, it’s one of those pastor type fears – I checked to see whether my microphone was on: it was on – and I’m wondering “Oh, I wonder what those people think.”  I’ve been with you two years now, so by now you know that I’m very real and human, and you’re stuck with me.  We fear what other people think of us.

Everybody has different kinds of fears.  I hate spiders, and I’m not too fond of snakes.  What are you afraid of?  A lot of people are afraid of death.  Fear immobilizes and paralyzes a person.  It seizes you and it squeezes you in its grip.  That’s why fear is one of the greatest and most powerful weapons in Satan’s arsenal against us.

Fear is the opposite of faith.  If ever there was a person who certainly had good reason to be afraid, it was Martin Luther.  Standing alone against the Pope and against the Emperor, condemned to death, a price put on his head, and armed only with the Word of God, he conquered and started the Lutheran Reformation.  This was his answer to fear:  writing “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”.

The theme that I have chosen for our celebration of the Reformation is:

                                        Therefore We Will Not Fear!   

The  word “therefore” means you have to go back to discover the reason why we will not fear.  It’s in the first verse: “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.”
That word “trouble” – We don’t like to hear that word, do we?  Literally it means to be tied up, restricted, confined to a narrow cramped space; to be hemmed in with no place to turn, no option other than to look up.  My help comes from the Lord.  I lift up my eyes to the Lord.  That’s where we look: up.  In times of trouble, we remember that God is our refuge and our strength, an ever-present help in times of trouble.

We all experience trouble in our life.  It’s inevitable; we cannot escape it.  Jesus said that, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.”  (John 16:33).  Our Lord has stepped into our world and has taken on all that would trouble us in this life, and He has already conquered it for us by his cross.  That’s why he is our refuge and our fortress and our strength.  We will not fear.  This Psalm proclaims the sufficiency of God for the crises of life, and they do come, don’t they?  Our response is in Psalm 34, “The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; he delivers them from all their troubles.  The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.  A righteous man may have many troubles, but the Lord delivers him from them all.”  That is the kind of God we have. Our God is an ever present help in trouble. Therefore, we will not fear.

Well, what are some of the things that could cause us to fear.  He mentions in Psalm 46, “….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.”  He’s talking about natural disasters, which happen in life.  I’ve lived through two tornadoes and was evacuated during two floods when I was young.  I can still remember my dad getting irritated at the poor reception on his TV set as the tree in front of our house was being torn out and thrown into the neighbor’s house.  (Not too smart.)  Natural disasters cause people to fear.  They tell me that living through an earthquake is one of the most frightening experiences of all.  That firm foundation on which you think you are standing is no longer firm and solid.    

But he says we will not fear.  It could mean when your world is turned upside down, when you reach a point in your life when you can no longer live on your own and you realize that now you need to be dependent on others to take care of  you.  When you transition out of your home into a nursing home, your world has been turned upside down.  Or the doctor tells you, “I don’t like these spots I see on this X-Ray.  I think we need to do more tests.”  Or you get that phone call in the middle of the night saying your son or your daughter has been in a car accident.  Trouble finds its way into our life, doesn’t it; and our life gets turned upside down.  Your employer tells you “I’m sorry, but we don’t have a place for you here anymore, and I realize it’s not the best time right before Thanksgiving and Christmas, but we have to let you go.” and your world’s been turned upside down. That’s when we may be tempted to feel the cold, clammy hand of fear.

What is our response?  Therefore we will not fear.  Why?  Because The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.  We will not fear because There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells.  The river is the river of God’s love for you; His grace and His mercy.  It is a river that you cannot dam up; it’s a river that you cannot stop.  It will ever flow from the wounds of Jesus Christ into your heart, into your home, into your marriage, into your family, into your problems, and into your troubles.  It’s an unquenchable river of love, mercy, grace, and power that overwhelms and overcomes everything in its path.  Our Lord has taken on all the curse of sin in our life.  All sickness, all sorrow, all suffering, all pain (everything that is the tragic consequence and result of sin) He experienced in His body when He hung on the cross.  And like he said, “I have overcome the world for you.” And He gives you the victory.  We are assured that in the midst of our trouble, nothing can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus, our Lord; not even death, one of the last great enemies that we face.  You and I are the city of God. God’s river of grace makes our hearts glad. We find great joy and peace in God’s love and forgiveness in Jesus.

And when you’re in the midst of a problem or a trouble that seems overwhelming, does God seem distant?  You wonder “Where are you God, when I need you the most?”  We are told that God is within her; she will not fall.  God will not let you fall in the middle of your problems, in the middle of your troubles, because you are his child.  He bought you and paid for you and made you his own; and he will not abandon you.  God says I will not leave you; I will not forsake you; you will not fall. God tells us more than 500 times in His Word, “do not be afraid.”
He knows that fear is our natural human response to crises and circumstances we do not understand and cannot control.

God will help you at break of day.  You see, it’s at the break of day when the enemy is most likely to attack, when our defenses are down, when we’re lulled to sleep, and we’re most vulnerable to attack.  That is when God comes to help us.  Most scholars believe that this Psalm was written when the King of Assyria, Sennacherib, had surrounded the city of Jerusalem with his army.  One hundred eighty-five thousand soldiers surrounded the city of Jerusalem.  God’s people were hemmed in.  They were confined to a narrow, cramped space. And they were afraid. They had nowhere to turn, but to look up.  They cried out to the Lord.  The Lord heard their cry, and he delivered them.  That night before break of day, all 185,000 of Sennacherib’s army were found killed by God’s angel. When we are at our weakest and most vulnerable, God comes to save. When we are powerless to save ourselves, God steps in and rescues us. That is what Jesus did for you in dying on the cross. 

Do you ever wonder when life is so overwhelming that you don’t know how you are going to make it, and you find yourself like Peter: one minute walking on water, the next moment you’re sinking.  Why?  Because you took your eyes off of your Savior and His promises and His Word, and you put them on your problems.  We spend too much time talking about our sickness, talking about our problems, talking about our troubles, instead of talking the Word of God, instead of using our faith against the problems and against the troubles we face.  What is our faith for?  It’s not something you put on the shelf and take off and wear on Sunday mornings.  It’s something that you need when you’re facing those problems in a hospital room, or at your desk, or in the office or the factory.  And when you are faced with something that is insurmountable and overwhelming for you, we live by faith, not by sight. 

“Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; he lifts his voice, the earth melts.” Our world is a scary place to live these days. Nations are in uproar and even our country is not safe from violence and terror. It’s no wonder people live in fear. But not us. Jesus said, “You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come.” Mt. 24:6. “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom.”  The grim realities of life teach us that innocent people sometimes fall victim to terrible events. We cannot always escape the evil in the world or wish it away, but God’s people can confront it head on because we know our end. We know the victory is ours because of Christ. We know the kingdom ours remaineth. God’s children must not surrender their faith when they confront a tragedy they cannot understand or explain. That is when we turn to God, our refuge and strength, our ever present help in trouble. 

God is not distantly removed from your troubles. He is in the midst of them, right in the middle of them, making them work out for our good. He tells us, “My grace is sufficient for you.” And we rest secure, because we know in our hearts – God is in control! “The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.”

Satan tries to surround us, hem us in, get us to take our eyes off of God, off His Word and focus only on our problems, struggles, troubles and trials. He uses worry, anxiety, temptations and fear. But we will not fear. Satan has already been judged, condemned and defeated – by Jesus. We have nothing to fear. Like Luther said, “One little word will fell him.” The cross. 

“Come and see the works of the Lord, the desolations he has brought on the earth; be breaks the bow and shatters the spear, he burns the shields with fire.” This is another reason why we will not fear. God has declared peace with us. God made peace with us through the blood of Jesus Christ, shed on the cross (Col 1:20). That is his greatest work. That is how he desolated Satan and destroyed his power over us. Now we need not fear Satan. That is how he crushed sin and destroyed its power over us.  Now we need not fear sin. That is how he destroyed death and brought life and immortality to you and me through the gospel. Yes, even death, the last enemy we must face has already been defeated and robbed of its power over us. Like Hebrews 2:14 says, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death – that is, the devil – and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.” Now we need not fear death. 

For most of Luther’s early life he lived in fear of death because he was afraid to face God. He knew that God was righteous and holy and demanded that we be equally righteous and holy. And all Luther felt was his sin. When he was a youth one of his friends died. It shook Luther to his core. He was afraid of dying. As a young college student he accidentally cut himself with a sword and almost bled to death. Once again it left him shaken and frightened. It wasn’t until his study of the book of Romans that Luther experienced peace. There he discovered the heart of the gospel. He learned that the righteousness and holiness that God demanded from us, God gave to us freely by faith in Jesus. Jesus had earned it with his perfect life and sacrificial death in our place. And God gives it to us – through faith. That is the first time Luther knew he was at peace with God. And that discovery was the beginning of the Reformation.

When we’re hemmed in by troubles and overwhelmed with tragedy, we’re faced with a choice – fear or faith. That’s when God tells us, “Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.” “Be still” means literally “cease striving”. Stop trying to figure a way out of your problems. Stop trying to fix things all by yourself. Stop trying to make yourself right with God. You can’t! But God can. Jesus has already done that for you. So you cease striving. Be still. Put your trust in God. “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me”(Jn 14:1), says Jesus. If he fixed your broken relationship with God, he can fix anything else that goes wrong in your life. If God is for us (and he is) who or what can be against us! 

We will assume an attitude of calm, quiet, confident trust. Why? Because “The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.”

THEREFORE WE WILL NOT FEAR!

Amen.

Here are a few other passages of Scripture you can read when faced with fear:

Exodus 14:13; 20:20

Psalm 27:1-3, 13-14; 34:4, 6-7, 17-19; 56:3-4; 118:6

Isaiah 41:10; 43:1-5

2 Timothy 1:7

Hebrews 13:5-6

