“THE ESSENCE OF PERSONAL PRAYER”
(Psalm 46)

Over the last six months I have deliberately attempted to point each of us toward a new understanding of prayer. More than “talking to God” (which has been an inadequate definition used by Christians for decades) prayer equals: “experiencing the presence of God”. It is an ongoing, moment-by-moment way of living for God’s children. It is to become the reality of a Christian’s life “24/7”. This viewpoint of prayer is as ancient a lifestyle as the books of the Old Testament. For example, back in Genesis 5:23-24 we read, “Altogether Enoch lived 365 years. Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away.” What an interesting obituary of this man’s life. The summary tells us that during his lifetime, “Enoch walked with God” and then at the end of life “he was no more, because God took him away”. If we were to take time to identify all the people, in the Bible who were known to have “walked in the presence of God”, we would have quite a list. We discover this view of life in a song of the Old Testament known as Psalm 46. (As an aside; I want you to be aware that the New Testament is also full of many scripture passages which share the same perspective concerning the experience of God’s presence.)  Listen as I read what Psalm 46 says about things which occur when we live moment-by-moment actively experiencing the presence of God. 

READ: PSALM 46:1-11
In both verse 7 and verse 11 this Hebrew minstrel sings, “The Lord Almighty is with us, the God of Jacob is our fortress”. This psalm (which, incidentally, is the scripture behind Martin Luther’s hymn “A Mighty Fortress is our God”) finds its theme in the presence of God. If you were to outline this ancient ballad, it has three sections: (1) God is present in times of cosmic trouble, (2) God is present in times of judgment and (3) God is present on Earth! The writer, obviously, wants to encourage his readers, making sure they know God is actively present with them! 
This is a very realistic Hebrew song. It features God’s presence (first of all) in the setting of cosmic trouble which we see regularly in the physical world. Knowing that in Israel earthquakes have occurred continuously throughout the millennia of time; this writer states “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in time of 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.”(Verses 2-3) What a wonderful word to the world in which we live today. Think of the variety of natural disasters which happen every day; earthquakes, tornados, hurricanes, volcanoes, avalanches, tsunamis, forest fires, etc. In the midst of such sudden upheavals in our natural world, the psalmist says, “we will not fear”. Many people, today, are afraid of such catastrophic events. Indeed, many have perished in the midst of such calamities down through the years. The God who created this world, and all that is in it, has placed a process we call “cause and effect” within nature. Natural laws, at times, bring about effects which take place where certain people live at that moment. Yet, God has sovereign control over things like when people live and where they live. The author knows (from earlier scripture writing) that God wrote the book of each human being before He created the world. Nothing happens by chance! Our song writer uses such knowledge to quell his tendency toward living in fear. He assures us that God is our refuge and strength through all the happenings in life. How can he arrive at such a conclusion, you ask? By being a person of prayer! He has this outlook because he experiences the presence of God every moment of every day. He is consciously aware of God walking with him “through it all”. And in those times when he is surprised by unexpected cataclysmic events, he literally has no fear!

Our writer is also convinced that the just and holy God he worships and obeys will bring judgment into the lives of humans when sin arises. God describes Himself to Moses in Exodus 34:6-7 like this: “And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, ‘the LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.”  With such knowledge from the book of Genesis, this psalmist now writes “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 (or chariots) with fire.” (Verses 8-9) 
This man has watched the current events of his day. He is still a realist! He has observed the comings and goings of men, their armies along with their humanistic attempts at controlling things themselves. Especially in the area of waging war on fellow human beings, this Hebrew poet has arrived at the conclusion that God directly intervenes in such earthbound, human plans. Our minstrel has seen God bring desolation into the human mix (during his lifetime) in order to right the sinking ship of civilization. Human culture is interjected by God’s compelling presence, whether man likes it or not. This truth brings comfort to the psalmist. 

Once again, you might ask, “How can he be so optimistic? Where does this hopeful outlook come from?” We find the answer to this in verses 4-6!  This man has found a secret to life which leads him to write this poem. He tells us, 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.” (Note the image painted here in contrast to the roaring waters found in verse 3. The Psalmist is not referring to a particular river or stream, but the peace and calm security found when we experience the presence of God in our lives.) 
In the midst of the trauma which people face in life, it is essential that God dwell in the midst of everyone’s life. Only with God in the very center of every situation, every incident, every happening or every relationship will anyone find stability in life. If people leave God out of the mix, great will be the fall! This is not a myth! It is not theory! You see, when “God is within her, she will not fall”. Please note that this incredible presence of God in one’s life is to be our reality from the “break of day” until “God lifts his voice”. Wow! How come it’s so hard for us to figure out how to live life? It’s because all too often we try to do it all on our own. Often people only grudgingly admit that God is present in the human experience when they cannot escape his working through cosmic troubles or divine judgment.
God is actively working His will on this planet whether today’s politicians, today’s scientists, today’s historians or today’s people of wisdom recognize such a fact or not. With this observation in mind, the key message of hope for us today comes from these middle verses. The psalmist’s life is filled with all sorts of events just like yours and mine. He has learned, however, to recognize and practice the reality of God’s presence with him through it all. He twice reminds his readers, “The Lord Almighty is with us; the God of Jacob is our fortress.” Interestingly, the three metaphors; “refuge, strength, fortress” function as synonyms designating the source and effectiveness of God’s being with His people. 

With this awesome psalm open before us, it appears ludicrous to even think for one moment that we can survive in life by “doing our own thing”, huh? Once again we must be reminded that our thirst for individualism or self-dependence is a temptation from the enemy of mankind. Lucifer is indeed the “angel of light”. Motivation for individualism and self-dependence does not come from God! The enemy’s deceptions appear so attractive and appealing. Yet, in reality, they are an insidious cancer to the human soul. It is time for God’s people to become (or continue to remain) people of prayer! God must be the center of every segment of human life. He alone is the One who can make sense out of the chaos of life. Quickly, I must make one more observation before we close this song. 

This ballad speaks of God being the refuge during cosmic trouble or during times of judgment. This is most likely spawned from specific situations which the songwriter is facing as he writes this poem. Still; the main theme he is proclaiming is that the presence of God is to be integrated into every facet of life. Only when “the river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells” is the key reality in our lives, can we discover how life should be lived. You see, it is when we have such an orientation at the core of our being, that “the Most High then dwells within us”

So how are you doing in terms of living this kind of life? Was your life this past week mostly governed by God? Did you, this past week, live through each circumstance, situation and interaction with God dwelling in the core of your being? Were you God’s representative of how He designed life to be in each conversation you had with people these last seven days? Have you willfully brought your thinking into the mode of viewing your daily life as the place where God is doing His work in your world? If you have to answer “no” to any of these questions, my question them becomes; “Why?” If you are not experiencing God’s presence 24/7, you are a disaster waiting to happen. Please don’t keep making that mistake! If God is the center of all you do and say and think: keep it up! You will not have a life of ease but you will have a life of victory through all the dysfunction of this present earthly life! God grant that each of us lives a life of prayer.       
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