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GOD, OUR EVER-PRESENT HELP 
Psalm 46 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
July 31, 2016 

Psalm 46  
To the choirmaster. Of the Sons of Korah. According to Alamoth. A Song. 
46 God is our refuge and strength, 
    a very present help in trouble. 
2 Therefore we will not fear though the earth gives way, 
    though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea, 
3 though its waters roar and foam, 
    though the mountains tremble at its swelling. Selah 
4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
    the holy habitation of the Most High. 
5 God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved; 
    God will help her when morning dawns. 
6 The nations rage, the kingdoms totter; 
    he utters his voice, the earth melts. 
7 The LORD of hosts is with us; 
    the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 
8 Come, behold the works of the LORD, 
    how he has brought desolations on the earth. 
9 He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; 
    he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; 
    he burns the chariots with fire. 
10 “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 of hosts is with us; 
    the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah 
 
INTRODUCTION 

One of the most comforting truths in Scripture that helps us in times of trouble is the truth that 
God is with his people.  We don’t believe that God simply created the universe and then left it to 
run on its own.  We believe that God is involved with his people and he is orchestrating all 
things.  He is a sovereign God who is an ever-present God. 

Shortly after Israel made the golden calf, God told Moses to lead Israel on to the Promised Land.  
God said he would send an angel to drive out the enemies in the land.  He said that it was a land 
of great abundance and blessing—“flowing with milk and honey.”  But because of Israel’s sin, 
God said I won’t go with you. 

Ex 33:3: “I will not go up among you, lest I consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked 
people.” 

When Israel heard this, they mourned.  And Moses went before the Lord to intercede for Israel.  
Moses didn’t like the thought of going into the Promised Land without God.  Even though God 
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has promised the land, promised to drive out the enemies, promised to provide in abundance.  
But it was like going to heaven without God there. 

So Moses pled in Ex 33:15-17: “If your presence will not go with me, do not bring us up from 
here. For how shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people? Is it not 
in your going with us, so that we are distinct, I and your people, from every other people on the 
face of the earth?” 

Faced with the prospect of having it all—all except God—Moses didn’t want any part of it.  You 
could give him the world, but he wanted God.  He wanted the comfort of God’s presence—God 
with him.  As God’s people, we should feel the same way.  You can have all this world, but just 
give me Jesus.  We feel this way especially when the bottom falls out of our lives.  When our 
world falls apart, we want to know that God is there—that God is with us. 

Psalm 46 is about the presence of God in the midst of his people.  It is a psalm of the might of 
God and the nearness of God to protect his people.  As I told you at the beginning of the summer, 
Martin Luther’s favorite psalm was Psalm 46.  He wrote a hymn from it. The hymn has become 
one of the best known (and loved) hymns of all time: A Mighty Fortress Is Our God. 

That hymn reminds us of the strength of God to protect his people and the comfort that we gain 
knowing that God is with us.  And that’s what we see in Psalm 46. 

WHERE IS GOD IN ALL OF THIS? 

To be a Christian is to suffer.  We know that, for one, because Jesus promised that we would 
suffer. 

Mt 10:25: "It is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If 
they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his 
household." 

So if we are of the household of Jesus, we should expect to suffer, just as he did.  In fact, 
Christian discipleship is a call to suffer. 

Jesus said in Lk 9:23: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross 
daily and follow me." 

Christianity is life of sacrifice: "For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 
his life for my sake will save it." (v. 24) 

Peter tells us not to be surprised at suffering: 

1 Pe 4:12: " Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as 
though something strange were happening to you." 

So to be a Christian is to be a stranger in this world and to be a Christian is to suffer in a way that 
isn’t common to others.  But Christians also suffer like everyone else in a fallen world: 

• Christians get sick 
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• Christians get in wrecks 
• Sin wrecks families 
• Christians are killed in wars 
• Christians get caught up in natural disasters. 

In addition to the suffering unique to Christians, we experience suffering that is common to man 
in a fallen world.  And when life’s awful sorrows and heartbreaks and hardships come our way, 
we can wonder: Where is God in all this?  Our weak cries of faith say, “God, I know you are 
there. But where are you?” 

Psalm 46 answers that question.  This psalm is designed to give God’s people comfort.  The 
answer that Psalm 46 gives is that when the bottom falls out in our lives: God is present in the 
midst of his people to protect them and bring glory to himself. 

Where is God in all this? The psalmist gives three answers. First. . .  

I. GOD IS IN THE CHAOS 

Ps 46:1-3: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not 
fear though the earth gives way, though the mountains be moved into the heart of the sea, though 
its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble at its swelling. Selah" 

Now I want you to notice that the description in vv. 2-3 isn’t simply a bad day, it’s the worst 
possible day.  The author describes a catastrophic, devastating day.  “The earth gives way.”  A 
description of a powerful earthquake.  “though the mountains be moved into the heart of the 
sea.”  A description of the crumbling of mountains—symbols of stability—into the depths of the 
sea.  “though its waters roar and foam.”  A description of the resulting tidal wave, the tsunami 
that results.  “though the mountains tremble at its swelling.”  A description of the remaining 
mountains jolting from all the chaos unleashed. 

This is poetic language, figurative language to describe a great disaster.  The worst of all possible 
disasters.  And the question is: in the worst of times, can God still be trusted even then?  When 
creation itself rebels, can the Creator still be trusted?  On the worst day of your life, can God be 
trusted?  The psalmist answers: Yes!  And the way he answers it is the way v. 2 begins: “We will 
not fear.” 

Fear is the opposite of faith.  (There is a kind of fear that the Scriptures talk about that is part of 
faith.  A fear of God that is an awe-struck reverence for God’s holiness and might.  But this 
verses speaks of a kind of fear of circumstances.)  This is dread, terror, anxiety. 

• Fearing the future 
• Fearing the outcome 
• Fearing how someone will respond 
• Fearing how life can go on 
• Fearing what tomorrow will bring 
• Fearing how you’re going to make it. 
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Fear is more than an emotional response that anyone might have when disaster suddenly strikes.  
This is a fear that loses perspective and loses focus on God.  It’s a fear that doubts the goodness 
of God, doubts that he is in control, doubts his love, doubts his wisdom.  It’s fundamentally a 
distrust in who God is and what he has promised.  When disaster strikes in our lives, we are 
tempted to lose hope. We are tempted to distrust God. We are tempted to fear.  But we are not to 
fear.  Why? 

• Because it will all work out somehow? 
• Because it will be over soon? 
• Because it’s not as bad as we think?? 

No.  We don’t overcome fear by trusting in clichés that even unbelievers cling to.  You don’t 
have to believe in God to believe those things.  We—the people of God—overcome fear and 
anxiety and doubt by trusting God! Hoping in God!  God has to be the foundation of our bravery 
and courage.  Do we claim the name of Christ, but trust in karma?  Do we say we are God-
followers, but hope in good-natured fate?  No.  We trust in God and therefore we will not fear. 

Verse 1 says: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” 

Where is God? First. . .  

A. IN THE CHAOS, HE’S ACTING AS OUR REFUGE 

A refuge is a place of protection in a storm or a war.  A refuge is a place of safety.  God is the 
one we run to.  He is our shelter. 

121 A Song of Ascents. 
I lift up my eyes to the hills. 
From where does my help come? 

2  My help comes from the LORD, 
who made heaven and earth. 

3  He will not let your foot be moved; 
he who keeps you will not slumber. 

4  Behold, he who keeps Israel 
will neither slumber nor sleep. 

5  The LORD is your keeper; 
the LORD is your shade on your right hand. 

6  The sun shall not strike you by day, 
nor the moon by night. 

7  The LORD will keep you from all evil; 
he will keep your life. 

8  The LORD will keep 
your going out and your coming in 
from this time forth and forevermore. 
 

B. IN THE CHAOS, HE’S ACTING AS OUR STRENGTH 

This means that God is the source of our strength and that he enables us to stand up under 
troubled times.  In Scripture, God is described as a “strong tower” (Ps 62:7) and a “strong 
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mountain” (Ps. 30:7).  He has power to share and empowers the weak.  Jude closes with this 
benediction: "Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless 
before the presence of his glory with great joy," (24)  If we stand up under assault, if we hold fast 
in the chaos, if we persevere in the tumult, we do so only because of the strength that God 
provides those who trust in him. 

C. IN THE CHAOS, HE’S ACTING AS OUR VERY-PRESENT HELP 

“Very present” could be translated “very findable.”  The word ‘present’ is the word for found.  
God can be found in the darkness.  If “very present” speaks to his availability, “help” tells us that 
he is enough for us in the situation.  Our true security isn’t in God-plus something else.  He alone 
is sufficient to protect us.  He is our helper.  Is it true that God helps those who help themselves?  
Is that in the Bible? No. Rather, God helps those who cannot do for themselves. 

ON CHRISTIANS SUFFERING 

Why, then, do Christians suffer, if God is protecting us?  If verse 1 is true, why do we hurt so 
bad?  Who said that protection means no accidents, no sicknesses, no hurts, no persecution, no 
death?  Who ever said that?  We live in a fallen world.  And we experience the consequences of 
a fallen world.  Of our own sin. Of others sin. And of the general sin principle, which has 
corrupted everything.  Bad things happen to God’s people.  If you read your Bible, that’s not 
surprising.  But bad experiences that happen to God’s people are not proof of God’s 
abandonment of God’s people.  Hurt is not evidence that God cannot protect his people.  Pain is 
not an indication that he has not protected his people.  What’s more valuable: 

• 80 years of a good, pain-fee life or  
• 80 years of faith that leads to eternal life? 

Which do you think is more valuable to God?  Faith is more valuable than a good life in this 
world.  So if pain is required to refine your faith, won’t he do it?  And if faith leads to eternal 
life, isn’t he protecting us when he protects, nurtures, refines our faith—whether through pain or 
pleasure?  The protection of our faith is a protection of us.  A kind of protection of us is a faith 
that endures to the end despite many hardships.  And only God can give such faith.  No Christian 
in heaven will ever accuse God of not protecting them because they got cancer.  He is always 
there for his people.  He put his Spirit inside you as an ever-present reminder that he is with you. 

Of course there are dark days when the light is dim and we do not feel the blessing of God’s 
presence.  (And may God give each us enough of that experience to make us long for heaven, 
where we’ll see him face to face.)  Yet, he is with us.  This word is true: “he is a very present 
help in trouble.”  So where is God in all this? He is with us in the chaos. 

Second, vv. 4-7, tell us that. . .  

II. GOD IS IN THE CITY 

Ps 46:4-7: "There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the 
Most High. God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved; God will help her when morning 
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dawns. The nations rage, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts. The Lord of 
hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah" 

The picture here is the city of God under siege from an enemy.  The “city of God” is Jerusalem.  
Jerusalem is the eternal “holy habitation of the Most High.”  And therefore, it is the city of God’s 
people.  Outside the gates of the city (v. 6) “the nations rage.”  “Rage” is the same word 
translated “roar” in v. 3 (“its waters roar”). 

So the people who walk in unbelief are pictured as angry with God and, therefore, angry with his 
people.  They are in rebellion against God and therefore make a dangerous world for his people.  
But as the nations rage outside the gates, what is life like inside the city gates?  v. 4: “There is a 
river whose streams make glad the city of God.”  Inside the city gates, the people are glad.  They 
do not fear. They are not overcome with terror.  The people of God in the city of God enjoy the 
abundance that the river of God provides. 

In ancient times, cities were built along rivers in order to have an adequate water supply.  But the 
old city of Jerusalem was built on the hill top with no major river nearby.  There is, however, a 
spring that gushes out from the hill—the Gihon (GUY-hon) spring.  The Israelites channeled the 
water into pools, so that they would have water at all times, especially when the city was under 
siege.  For example, you may remember reading of the Pool of Siloam (si-LO-am) in the Gospel 
of John, which was one such pool made from this spring.  The spring became symbolic of the 
refreshment that God provides his people. His comfort and provision flows like a river. 

Ezekiel 47 pictures Christ’s second coming. At that time, this spring in Jerusalem will become a 
great river that rushes under the temple in Jerusalem, flowing east and west and bringing 
refreshment to the desert land.  So the picture in v. 4 is a glad city besieged on the outside by an 
angry people, but glad on the inside.  So how is this a comfort to us? Two ways: 

A. IN TIMES OF TROUBLE, GOD IS PRESENT TO REFRESH HIS PEOPLE 

The river is a symbol of the refreshment that God gives.   

v. 5 says: “God is in the midst of her [the city]” 

God is with his people in the day of trouble: 

Ps 145:18: "The Lord is near to all who call on him, to all who call on him in truth." 

Php 4:5b-6a: " The Lord is at hand; do not be anxious about anything,  

Because God is with his people, he makes his people ultimately unshakable: 

v. 5: “She [the city of God’s people] shall not be moved” 

The word “moved” is the same Hebrew word used in v. 2, where the mountains “move into the 
heart of the sea.”  The mountains give a sense of stability, yet they can tumble at a strong enough 
earthquake.  Yet, even the most powerful of forces cannot tumble God’s city—his people.  And 
the reason, of course, is that God is strong and is there to help.  Then, “God will help her when 
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morning dawns.”  That doesn’t mean God is waiting until things seem to be going better.  It 
means that when he acts the darkness turns to dawn. 

A second way these verses comfort us is that. . .  

B. IN TIMES OF TROUBLE, GOD IS PRESENT TO RESTRAIN HIS ENEMIES 

v. 6: “The nations rage, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts.” 

Outside the gate, the nations rage against God’s people in God’s city.  But they ultimately totter.  
“Totter” is a different word but a similar idea as “tremble” in v. 3 (“the mountains tremble at its 
swelling”).  The city of God is not moved because God is there.  But the kingdoms arrayed 
against God totter at the sound of his voice.  His voice is a powerful battle cry. When he speaks, 
they fall.  The “earth melts” at his voice. It’s powerful.  He creates the world with his voice. He 
dissolves the world with his voice.  So God is sovereign over all the earth.  He is mightier than 
the mightiest of kingdoms.  And for God’s people v. 7 is true: “The Lord of hosts is with us; the 
God of Jacob is our fortress.” 

In Luther’s hymn, A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, there’s the line: “Lord Sabaoth, his name, 
From age to age the same.”  Saboath means “hosts.” He is the Lord of Hosts.  Hosts refers to 
armies.  He is the Lord of angel armies.  We remember at Jesus’ arrest that Jesus said he could 
call down more than twelve legions of angels, if he wanted to.  A legion of Roman soldiers was 
6,000 men.  So Jesus was saying that he could call down more than 12 times 6,000 angels. That 
is, more than 72,000 angels.  How powerful is that?  Well, one angel in Isaiah 37:36 slew 
185,000 people in a night.  So, for the sake of illustration, multiply that out by 6,000 and one 
legion of angels could easily wipe out 1.1 billion people in a single night.   

And that’s just one legion.  Twelve legions could wipe out at least 13 billion enemies in a single 
night.  In other words, the Lord of Hosts has more than enough angel armies to defend his 
people.  And so the people of God can say, “the God of Jacob is our fortress.” 

“God of Jacob” might sound like a strange way to refer to God.  We remember, though, that 
Jacob was chosen of God: “Jacob I loved, Esau I hated.”  So the name, “God of Jacob” speaks to 
God’s sovereign electing grace he gives toward his people.  So “Lord of hosts, God of Jacob” 
means that this God of All-Power and God of Sovereign-Grace is the one who is our fortress—
our protector.  The one who will keep us to the end, no matter the foe. 

Where is God in all our troubles?  First, he is in the midst of the chaos. Second, he is in the midst 
of the city.  Finally, in vv. 8-11, we see that. . .  

III. GOD IS EXALTED IN ALL THE EARTH 

Ps 46:8-11: "Come, behold the works of the Lord, how he has brought desolations on the earth. 
He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; he burns 
the chariots with fire. “Be still, and know that I am God. I will be exalted among the nations, I 
will be exalted in the earth!” The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress. Selah" 
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Verse 11 repeats word for word verse 7. That tells us the sections are tied together.  And in one 
sense vv. 8, 9 make a similar point to v. 6, 7: that, in times of trouble, God is present to restrain 
his enemies.  But here in vv. 8-11, the author reaches higher and shows us that not only is God 
restraining his enemies, but he does all of this so that he alone is exalted.  The way he deals with 
his enemies is to showcase his glory. 

In v. 8, the author invites us to open our eyes and see the wonders of God: “Come, behold the 
works of the Lord!” 

• What’s the purpose of seeing? Beholding! 
• What’s the purpose of watching? Worshipping! 
• What’s the purpose of this examining? Exalting. 

So God’s people are to observe what God is doing to defeat his enemies so that they glorify God.  
We are to see “how he has brought desolations on the earth. He makes wars cease to the end of 
the earth; he breaks the bow and shatters the spear; he burns the chariots with fire.”  In other 
words, when God steps into battle, the battle is over.  When God makes war, he brings about 
peace through total victory. He “desolates.”  “He breaks the bow and shatters the spear.”  
“Breaks” has the idea of breaking into smaller and smaller pieces.  And the spear is shattered into 
tiny splinters.  So neither the bow nor the spear pieces are useful anymore and neither can be 
refashioned to make war again. 

He “burns the chariots with fire.”  Chariots likely refers to wagons and carts. The supply chain is 
broken.  When God defeats his enemies, there can be no reconstitution of the enemy. He has total 
victory, they are completely defeated. 

And then in v. 10, God speaks: “Be still, and know that I am God. I will be exalted among the 
nations, I will be exalted in the earth!”   

Now I want you to notice that when God says, “Be still and know that I am God,” it has nothing 
to do with silent meditation.  Going into a quiet room and clearing your mind so that God speaks 
to you is not what this verse is about (that practice isn’t even taught in the Bible).  So if this is 
your favorite verse for meditation, I’m about ready to shatter your favorite verse.  The context is 
not quiet. The context is in the midst of total war.  It’s possible that God has two audiences in 
mind when he says this.  But the primary audience that best fits the context is that he’s speaking 
to the enemy nations who are raging against his city, his people.  “Be still!” is his command to 
cease, to stop.  He is calling on the nations to surrender to him.  As Steve Lawson says, this is 
“not a contemplative call for reflection, but a redemptive call for surrender.” 

Surrender and know that I am God.  This is a call from God to every rebel heart who is turned 
against him.  This a demand for surrender: bow your knee or be slaughtered.  God is angry with 
all who do not surrender to him as the true God and obey him.  Failure to cease, failure to be still, 
will cause him to make war on you for all eternity.  Acknowledge God now. Exalt him now. 
Worship him now.  You do this through belief in the Son he sent.  Jesus came as the door, as the 
way you access Father God.  By trusting in Jesus as the one who pays the penalty of your sins, 
you are brought to God the Father.  But know this: God aims to win. He will win.  And in his 
winning, one way or another, he will be exalted among all the nations and across all the earth.   
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I said that God may have two audiences in mind when he says, “Be still, and know that I am 
God.”  The first audience is his enemies in a call to surrender.  The second audience is God’s 
people.  When we are in the midst of chaos, we are indeed to still our anxious hearts.  We are to 
cease striving in our own strength and remember who we hope in.  And we are to remember that 
God is the sovereign mighty God who is for us and with us as our fortress. 

CONCLUSION 

So, where is God in all these trials we live through?  The answer according to Psalm 46 is that 
God is present in the midst of his people to protect them and bring glory to himself.   

This side of the cross, we have it better than even the Israelites.  God was with Israel. But even 
better, God has come to us in the person of Jesus Christ.  Jesus is the Immanuel, which means 
“God with us.”  God has visited his people.  And because of Jesus death and resurrection, God is 
with all who trust in Christ.   

Just as Jesus said before he departed, “Behold, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” 
(Matt 28:20).   

And, as we said earlier, we Christians have God with us in another profound way: we have God 
in us.  The Holy Spirit has taken up residence in us to guide us.  So these are great truths to 
comfort us and refresh us when we face trials of many kinds.  Take comfort in the truth that God 
is right now with you in the storm.  The storm isn’t evidence that he’s departed you.  The storm 
is part of his plan for you to trust him. 
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