TIMELESS HYMNS OF THE FAITH
#1 A Mighty Fortress Is Our God

June 13th, 2010 – Psalm 46:1-2
A  farmer went to the city one weekend and attended a large church. He came home and his wife asked him how it was. Well, it was good. They did something different, however. They sang praise choruses instead of hymns. Wife: Praise choruses. What are those? Farmer: If I were to say to you: Martha Martha, Martha, Oh, Martha, MARTHA, MARTHA, the cows, the big cows, the brown cows, the black cows, the white cows, the black and white cows, the COWS, COWS, COWS are in the corn, are in the corn, are in the corn, are in the corn, the CORN, CORN, CORN. Then, if I were to repeat the whole thing two or three times, well that would be a praise chorus. 
The same week, a young businessman from the city who normally attended a church with contemporary-style worship, was in the farmer’s town on business and visited the farmer’s small town church. He came home and his wife asked him how it was. Well, it was good. They did something different, however. They sang hymns instead of regular songs. Wife: Hymns? What are those? Man: If I were to say to you: 1. Oh Martha, dear Martha, hear thou my cry. Inclinest thine ear to the words of my mouth. Turn thou thy whole wondrous ear by and by to the righteous, inimitable, glorious truth.  2. Yea those cows in glad bovine, rebellious delight, have broke free their shackles, their warm pens eschewed. Then goaded by minions of darkness and night, they all my mild Chilliwack sweet corn have chewed.  3. So look to that bright shining day by and by, where all foul corruptions of earth are reborn. Where no vicious animal makes my soul cry.  And I no longer see those foul cows in the corn.  Then, if I were to do only verses one and four and do a key change on the last verse, well that would be a hymn. 

Some get a grin from the farmer’s description of praise choruses and others get a chuckle from the businessman’s description of hymns. When it comes to music we have very diverse preferences here at Risen Christ. And that’s a good thing! It’s part of what makes our church body so unique since we have combined both expressions into one service.  I appreciate how our worship team works hard at making worship each Sunday so rich and meaningful!
Today beings a new series: Timeless Hymns of the  Faith. The great hymns  are wonderful teaching tools that we would be foolish to ignore. In my opinion, anyone who does so worships with one hand tied behind their back. Think of it this way—God is too great for one type of music to suffice in describing Him—so to make our worship as powerful and complete as possible we need both the old and the new. For one thing these hymns have stood the test of time. Only time will tell what new praise songs will stand the test of time in 200 years. We mustn’t let ourselves fall into the trap of thinking that worship should be based on our personal preference because worship isn’t supposed to please us personally. It’s supposed to please God. The Bible teaches that we aren’t the audience each Sunday—He is! We worship for His pleasure—not our own. Whether it’s a hymn or praise song our worship is for the glory of Jesus Christ! Let me begin with a brief tour of worship music historically!
TOUR OF WORSHIP MUSIC HISTORICALLY
Old Testament: If we look at worship music historically, we need to go back to the first books of the Bible. The Song of Moses is recorded in Exodus 15 after the Israelites crossed the Red Sea. Exodus 15:20-21: Then Miriam the prophetess, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand, and all the women followed her, with tambourines and dancing. Miriam sang to them: Sing to the LORD, for he is highly exalted. The horse and its rider has hurled into the sea.   Of course, we have David and the book of Psalms which became Israel’s worship manual.

New Testament: Records Mary’s song and Zachariah’s song. On the night of the Last Supper, Jesus and his disciples sang a hymn before going to the Mount of Olives. We read about Paul and Silas singing praise to God while in prison. Paul gave the early church this instruction in Ephesians 5:19:  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord…Colossians 3:16: …, sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. The book of Revelation contains some powerful songs of praise that heaven is singing right now!  
First Century – Shepherd of Tender Youth (#864 LSB) earliest known Christian hymn was written by Clement of Alexandria. What’s interesting is he wrote of a need for Christians not to use instrumental music.
Second Century - O Sacred Head Now Wounded is so old that historians are not sure to whom to attribute the writing. Most people believe it was written by a monk by the name of Bernard (1091-1153) of Clairvaux. Some people who do not care for hymns like this one which are written in a minor key and sound so sad. But read the words carefully; the message to us is very powerful as we sing it every year during the Lenten season (#450). Moving on, a few hundred years or so there were the chants of the Middle Ages, the choral music of the Cathedrals.  Until the 1500’s congregational singing had gone by the wayside in most churches. People went to church to listen to singing by professional choirs, not to join in the praises themselves. 
Sixteenth Century: When Martin Luther set off the Reformation, congregational singing was revived. On the subject of people worshipping in song, Luther said: After theology, there is nothing that can be placed on a level with music. It drives out the devil and makes people cheerful. It is a gift that God gave to birds and to men. We need to remove hymn singing from the domain of monks and priests and set the laity to singing. By the singing of hymns the laity can publicly express their love to the Almighty God.
It was said of Martin Luther: He did as much for the Reformation by his hymns as he did by his translation of the Bible. In fact, those words are inscribed on his tomb at Wittenberg.  He wrote 36 hymns for congregational singing.  Luther’s hymns opened the way for the congregational hymns of the 18th century and the gospel choruses of the 20th century. And, all that leads up to the great variety of Christian music we enjoy today.  Music has a central place in the history of the church.  God created music to help connect our spirits to His Spirit. Think about the Christian music that you have listened to throughout your life. What Christian songs mean the most to you? Are they OLD songs, or are they NEW songs? Maybe you are like me and you enjoy both. We begin our series today with:            A MIGHTY FORTRESS IS OUR GOD. The story behind the hymn is one that is not often appreciated!

THE STORY BEHIND THE HYMN
Written in 1529 at time when Luther and his followers were going through a particularly rough patch of opposition; with the Emperor, Charles V, seemingly determined to suppress the new movement. Luther put his very life on the line for what he believed--and so did thousands of others! In the Netherlands alone, 50,000 people died because they took their stand with Martin Luther against the church of their day. It is because of this persecution that Martin Luther penned the words to this hymn. Luther wrote this hymn in order to remind people that no matter how bleak the circumstances appeared, they were not to lose hope. The text that he used is Psalm 46!  We read together!
When Martin Luther experienced intense spiritual struggle no doubt he was greatly encouraged by verse one:    God’s our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Soon a song was inspired, and Luther declared:          A sure stronghold our God is he, a trusty shield and weapon. Our help he’ll be and set us free from from every ill can happen that old malicious foe, means us deadly woe armed with might from Hell and deepest craft as well on earth is not his fellow. Luther saw many foes in the emperor, Charles V, the Pope, and even the possibility of his own townspeople being against him. His only aim was we are saved by grace through faith. In 1852 Frederick Hedge translated this: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God. Keeping Psalm 46 in mind, we can begin to appreciate even more the words to the hymn. It became immediately popular with the common people. Sung continually in the streets and chanted by the martyrs as they awaited their fate. What a moving sound that must have made! 

Psalm 46 Begins: For the director of music. Of the Sons of Korah. According to alamoth. A song.  Korah was a Levite who did not participate in the rebellion at Kadesh in the wilderness (Numbers 16).  He was accepted into the Levitical service of the tabernacle and then into the Temple.  Alamoth was a musical term that meant  the Psalm was to be sung by the female voices of the choir only and sung only in soprano. Selah means there is to be a silent pause in the music. It appears only as some sort of division in the way that the Psalm is sung or played in the temple. (vs.3,7,11). Selah means so be it or forever so. Each break focuses on an aspect of God’s presence as a fortress. 
APPLICATION FOR OUR LIVES

We Will Not Be Shaken or Scared: Verse 1-3:God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. 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. It almost sounds as if the psalmist was familiar with the headlines in our modern day newspapers, doesn’t it? Troublesome things are happening in our world today. The word trouble found here means to be cramped, squeezed, or pressed down.
It is hard to read this passage without thinking of Elvis Presley. He started out making $14 a day as a truck driver. On a fluke he made a recording that caught the ear of a promoter. The next thing you know he was the highest paid male entertainer in the world.  When Elvis Presley died, the airlines were clogged with people trying to get to Memphis, TN. Five tons of flowers were sent to his funeral. People lined the streets just to catch a glimpse of his coffin.  Elvis Presley once said, I would give a million dollars for one week of peace. He recorded a song that probably described his life, & maybe ours, All Shook Up. Our world is shaking like never before.
During the past 20 years, earthquakes have increased at a phenomenal rate. Geologists point to the San Andreas fault, & predict that one day a large chunk of western California will fall off into the Pacific Ocean. They say that the Pacific rim volcanoes are ripe for a major eruption. And what about the hurricanes that lash our coasts, the tornadoes that sweep across our states, the blizzards that paralyze our cities, the drought that shrivels up & cracks our farm land, & the floods that wash away bridges & homes? People cry: What is happening in our world today? Even if the mountains should quake and shake, the mud slip and slide, the fire rip and roar, the winds whirl and blow, and the waters flood and flow, God is refuge. He is our shelter in the storm. The umbrella of His power stretches over us. The power of His presence surrounds us. The tower of His strength sustains us. When we are pressed and squeezed. We can say with all confidence: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God I will not be shaken or scared.
We Will Not Crumble or Crack: Verse 4-7:  There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells.  God is within her, she will not fall; God will help her at break of day. 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. Sounds like the nations of the world  today! The reference to fortress is also made in verse eleven. Most prominent cities in Bible times were literal “fortresses” with walls around it. Without these walls, cities were helpless against the invasion of the enemy.  What great assurance for our day and time. We will not crumble or crack! Why? That great Gospel River is bringing good news, healing, salvation and deliverance to all who will plunge into those waters. God will not allow his people to crumble or crack because this Good News brings peace, hope, and joy into our hearts even in the midst of uncertain times. How many would agree the times are stressful?
People tell me: I don’t watch the TV news. It’s so depressing. Every time we go to the gas pump, the prices are higher. They even have a stress scale relative to life change events. On this scale the death of a spouse rated 100 units. Divorce rated 73 units. Pregnancy rated 40 units. Remodeling or moving home rated 25 units. Christmas rated 13 units.  They discovered no one in his own strength could successfully handle more than 300 units in a year without severe physical and/or emotional consequences. Many people today crumble and crack with the stress. Maybe that’s you today! At times we may feel like a dog I heard about by the name of Tattoo.
A Tahoma, Washington newspaper carried the story of Tattoo the basset hound some time ago. Tattoo didn’t intend to go for an evening run, but when his owner shut the dog’s leash in the car door and took off for a drive – with Tattoo still outside the vehicle, he had no choice. Motorcycle officer Terry Filbert noticed a passing vehicle with something dragging behind it. He commented: the poor basset hound was, picking them up and putting them down as fast as he could. He chased the car to a stop, and Tattoo was rescued. But not before the dog had reached a top speed of 25 miles per hour, falling down and rolling over several times.  Many of us are feeling  like Tattoo, picking them up and putting them down as fast as we can – rolling around and feeling dragged through life. What’s next?
The rock badger hides in the holes in the rock. They are grayish in color and blends well with the rocks. When a predator comes to attack, they will run into that hole in the rock. The vulture or eagle must sweep down on them before they get into the rocks. The badgers know where their security lies. If they decide to wander off too far they become vulnerable. It doesn’t matter how courageous they are or fast they can run, the most courageous badgers can fall victim to the smallest wolf or lion. If we are wise as a rock badger we know that Jesus is our fortress and rock. We are anchored in the Lord can say with confidence: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God I will not crumble or crack.
We Will Not Struggle or Strive: Verse 10:. Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth.  Be Still could be translated relax or cease struggling and striving. Even in the wake of the most disturbing and distressing events we can relax in the arms of our God. We can cease to struggle and strive.  In the midst of it all I have decided that I will no longer let my life be filled with stress & anxiety. Someone said that 3 words can summarize how most of us spend our lives - hurrying, worrying, & scurrying. It’s time for us to take the Psalmist to heart: Be still, & know that I am God. We can let our arms down by our side....RELAX! Think how vulnerable you feel when you drop your arms, let go, cease striving, and relax! He doesn’t just tell us to “relax”....He also tells us how to relax.  He says Be still.........AND KNOW that I am God. There is something we can KNOW that will help us to relax when things get rough. Often we respond to problems in life emotionally based on feelings of fear and insecurity and panic. God challenges us to respond...not emotionally but to respond on the basis of something we KNOW by faith based on His Word instead of something we feel. 
He wants us to know also that the strength of our God is sufficient for any situation. He soars above all our stresses and can bring a solution for our most difficult struggle. In fact, He is the God of the impossible. Greater is He that is in us than He that is in the world. We can do all things through Him because He strengthens us. He wants us to know that the key to all this is our weakness. It’s in the admission of our weakness that we make powerful contact with His eternal strength. It’s only when we throw in the towel, run up the white flag and surrender the fort of our own self will, that we are divinely enabled to fully enter the mighty fortress of our God. Someone wrote: 
Slow me down Lord. Ease the pounding of my heart by the quieting of my mind. Steady my hurried pace with a vision of the eternal reach of time. Give me, amid the confusion of the day, the calmness of the everlasting hills. Break the tensions of my nerves and muscles with the soothing music of the singing streams that live in my memory. Teach me the art of taking minute vacations - of slowing down to look at a flower, to chat with a friend, to pat a dog, to smile at a child, to read a few lines of a good book. Slow me down, Lord, and inspire me to sink my roots deep into the soil of life’s enduring values, that I may grow toward my greater destiny. Remind me each day that the race is not always to the swift; that there is more to life than increasing its speed. Let me look upward to the towering oak and know that it grew great and strong because it grew slowly and well. Good advice wouldn’t you say? Reflect on Psalm 46 and this great hymn this week. Take seriously the words of the Psalmist and the promise of God to those who will flee to for daily refuge. Let us truly say: The Lord is my fortress - I will not be shaken or scared. The Lord is my fortress - I will not crumble or crack. The Lord is my fortress - I will not struggle and strive. AMEN!
.
