Great Is the Lord! …  Do Not Be Afraid!
Psalm 48
Great is the LORD, and most worthy of praise, 
		in the city of our God, his holy mountain.  
Beautiful in its loftiness, the joy of the whole earth,
		like the heights of Zaphon is Mount Zion, the city of the Great King.
God is in her citadels; he has shown himself to be her fortress.
When the kings joined forces, when they advanced together,
		they saw her and were astounded; they fled in terror.
Trembling seized them there, pain like that of a woman in labor.
You destroyed them like ships of Tarshish shattered by an east wind.
As we have heard, so we have seen in the city of the LORD Almighty, 
		in the city of our God:  God makes her secure forever.
Within your temple, O God, we meditate on your unfailing love.
Like your name, O God, your praise reaches to the ends of the earth;
    		your right hand is filled with righteousness.
Mount Zion rejoices, the villages of Judah are glad because of your judgments.
Walk about Zion, go around her, count her towers, consider well her ramparts, 
		view her citadels, that you may tell of them to the next generation.
For this God is our God for ever and ever; he will be our guide even to the end.  
Prayer: Guide us, Lord, by your word and Holy Spirit 
that in your light we may see light, in your truth find freedom and 
in your will discover your peace.  Through the name of Jesus our Lord.
	Today is the 4th of July, the day we celebrate our country’s Independence from Great Britain.  The overall thesis of our Declaration of that Independence is stated in these words: 
	We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 	that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, 	that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.
Jefferson’s original version said those rights are ”sacred and undeniable.”  Although Franklin changed the wording to “unalienable,” “life, liberty, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” is indeed a pretty lofty goal.
	Nevertheless, nearly two and half centuries have passed and many of our citizens today see our nation to have lost our moorings.  
	Some say: “We are no longer the strongest nation on earth.”
	Others say: “We are no longer most compassionate nation on earth”
	Some say: “We are no longer a nation that follows the inscription on 				the Statue of Liberty to welcome immigrants.”
	Others say: “We are no longer a nation that follows the Bible to ban 				abortion.”
	Some say: “We are no longer a Christian nation.”
	Others say: “We never were a Christian nation.”
	In response to these conflicting sentiments, some declare: “Make America great again.”  Others respond, “Make America great for all Americans.”  Such divisions has led to vitriolic language and violent actions. We call each other names like “Woke” or “Racist.”  Some of us demonize Critical Race Theory” and others disparage “Gun Rights.”  Our protests turn to violence in the streets and even a violent attack on our nation’s capitol.  
	As followers of Jesus, rather than the left or right, let’s be clear: Neither Donald Trump nor Nancy Pelosi is demonic or antichrist.  Indeed, Jesus calls us to love our enemies rather than call them names, although Jesus did that on occasion.
	When I get upset about what I read or hear in the news, Amy says to me, and she has said this many times: “Relax, You’re an Anabaptist.”  Our primary citizenship is not in this world but in the Kingdom of God.  Our creed is not “America first” but “Jesus Is Lord.”
	At a time when people think America is losing its greatness, followers of Jesus take confidence in the promise of the first words of Psalm 48: "The LORD is great," and other Psalms echo: “The LORD is great!  Psalm 48 is a lectionary reading for today.  Last year, I read the Bible through.  This year, I have follow lectionary readings.
	Psa. 48, the reading for today, celebrates the security that comes from God’s protection.  James Waltner calls this psalm Israel’s pledge of allegiance to God for the protection received from living in God’s holy city of Jerusalem.   The city is unconquerable, not due to Israel’s strength, but to God’s protection.  The future is always great because Israel’s God is great.  Praise and confidence permeates Psalm 48.  
	In thinking of divisions in our country and throughout our world, we turn to Psalm 48, a psalm of Zion.  Zion refers to Jerusalem and particularly its temple, God’s dwelling place.  God’s presence in the temple, where the ark of the covenant was housed, protected the Israelites.
	In first 1 Samuel 4, the Israelites were defeated in battle by the Philistines with 4000 Israelites slaughtered.  So the people said: “Let us bring the ark of the Lord’s covenant…so that it may go with us and save us from the hand of the enemy.”  But in that conflict, the Philistines captured the ark in terrible defeat where the two sons of the High Priest Eli, were killed, and Eli himself died when he heard of the defeat.  
	In that battle, the Philistines captured the ark of the LORD, took it to their temple, and set beside their god Dagon.  The next day, they found Dagon on his face before the ark.  The Philistines restored their god to his place, but the next morning they again found him on the floor with his hands and feet broken off.  When the ark was moved to Ekron, people of that town were inflicted with tumors and rats.  So the Philistines returned the ark on a cart pulled by two cows and accompanied by gifts of gold pieces in the shape of those tumors and rats. 
	With the ark of God in their possession, Israel defeated the Philistines.  Nevertheless, the passage makes it clear that the victory, was not through Israel’s strength, but because of the presences of the ark of the LORD.  Israel was victorious because their God is great.
	When we fear that our country is losing its greatness we need not despair because Psalm 48 affirms: “Great Is the LORD.” According the first two verses Psalm 48,
	Great is the LORD, and most worthy of praise, in the city of our God, 
		his holy mountain is beautiful in its loftiness, the joy of the whole earth, 
		like the heights of Zaphon is Mount Zion, the city of the Great King.
The beauty and loftiness of Jerusalem is due to the holiness of God’s presence on Mt. Zion.  In those days, cities were established on hills or mountains for protection from enemies. The LORD was enthroned on Mount Zion, a holy hill, upon which the royal city of Jerusalem was built at an elevation of about 2600 feet.  Surprisingly, that is not that high elevation even as compared to some of the mountains around us here in Pennsylvania.  
	Indeed, Psa. 48 contrasts Zion to Mt. Zaphron, the magnificent snow-covered peak that dominates the entire Palestinian range.  Zaphron is the sacred mountain of Phoenician and Canaanite gods.  It was considered to be “Baal’s Mountain.”  To compare the height of Mt. Zion to Mt. Zaphron is physically ridiculous.  Nevertheless, James Waltner says that theologically Mt. Zion is to the Israelites the highest of all the mountains in the world, because Yahwah, not Baal, is the real king of heaven and earth. 
	According to according to another commentator, John Goldingay,
	Geographically and aesthetically, there is nothing remarkable about 	Mount Zion.  It is neither as high nor as attractive as the mountains 	around.  Neither can one say that there has actually been more joy 	there than anywhere else on earth...  [Its] descriptions are theological 	statements.  [Mt. Zion] is the most beautiful [mountain] because 	Yhwh lives there and can be met there… where joy is more 	appropriate… than anywhere else on earth.
Mt. Zion’s beauty and loftiness is not geographical but theological. Because God lives there, Jerusalem is the joyous center of the whole earth.  
	James Luther Mays says it this way:
	The Lord is the great king who is sovereign over the world and all the 	nations in it.  Zion, the city and the hill on which it stands, is the great 	king’s capital and site of the temple-palace.  That is the theology on 	which Psalm 48 is based.
Zion is the city of the great king Yahweh, the savior and defender of Israel.  He is still “most worthy of praise.”
	Many of you will remember less than a decade ago our congregation was in serious crisis.  Some of us may have thought that the conflict would destroy us.  During those days, it was not ultimately your pastor or all of you who pulled together to overcome the conflict and restore peace.  It was not us; it was God.  I remember preaching during those days and thinking to myself, “These are my words, but something is happening here that is greater than any of us.”  It was our great God.  The God who brought peace to Grantham Church can also bring peace to our nation and our world. 
	In times when we worry about our nation’s security, God is our fortress."  In verses 3-8 the Psalmist applies this security to Israel, 
		God is in her citadels; he has shown himself to be her fortress.
		When the kings joined forces, when they advanced together,
			they saw her and were astounded; they fled in terror.
		Trembling seized them there, pain like that of a woman in labor.
		You destroyed them like ships of Tarshish shattered by an east wind.
		As we have heard, so we have seen in the city of the LORD Almighty, 				in the city of our God:  God makes her secure forever.
This is a song of praise for greatness of our LORD God.  
		The word rendered “fortress” in our version is better translated haven or refuge; it is not a military term.  The city of God needs no fortifications because God is refuge for his people. The “citadels” and “fortress” are manifestations of God’s secure protection for those who trust him.  
		The reason that the Psalmist praises Israel’s God is because of the defeat of their enemies.  The passage is too general to refer to a specific battle.  It is symbolic of God’s protection against attack by hostile nations. 
		When Canaanite kings attacked Jerusalem, they were terrified, fled, and were destroyed by an east wind – in other words, by God.  The panic of the Canaanite army was not due to the strength and might of Israel, but in response to the mere presence of God: God appears; they are terrified.  Israel’s role is merely to trust in God.
	The ships of Tarshish that were destroyed were sea-worthy vessels that sailed as far as Spain to market goods.  Nevertheless, the east wind shatters them by God’s strength and might.  Other rulers do not threaten the power of the great king in Jerusalem, the LORD God.  
	Many persons thought that the overthrow of apartheid in South Africa was impossible, and by human efforts it was.  When the goal was reached, the black African leaders like Bishop Desmond Tutu admitted that God was the real source of their victory.  Likewise the separation of the races our country was overcome by leaders who were all preachers – Martin Luther King, Jr., Ralph Abernathy, Jesse Jackson, and others.  In his last sermon “I have been to the mountaintop,” King said:
	[God] allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've…seen the 	promised land. So I'm happy, tonight. I'm not worried about any	thing. 	I'm not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming 	of the Lord.
	Indeed, in the end, our God will overcome all enemies to establish his majestic and eternal kingdom on earth.  Even now, we take refuge, not in our might and power, but in the security of being part of the Kingdom of God.  
	That kingdom is established, not by human power and strength but by the unfailing love of our LORD God.  According to verses 9-11,
	Within your temple, O God, we meditate on your unfailing love.
	Like your name, O God, your praise reaches to the ends of the earth;
    		your right hand is filled with righteousness.
		Mount Zion rejoices, the villages of Judah are glad 
			because of your judgments.
God’s victory over the gods of Israel’s enemies – Assyria, Persia, Babylonia – caused rejoicing in the temple, which was heard throughout the earth.  
	Nevertheless, the words here do not describe a military victory.  Instead, Israel meditates on the “unfailing love” of God.  “Unfailing love” translates the wonderful Hebrew word – chesed – which occurs throughout the Old Testament.  Most of us know the Greek word agape; now we know its similar Hebrew word – chesed, variously translated as “love,” “mercy,” “grace,” “kindness,” “fidelity,” “loyalty.”  It is all those things.  Say the word with me: Chesed.  No one word can capture its full meaning.  It denotes God’s gracious actions on behalf of his people.  
	God’s right hand of strength is filled, not with weapons like swords or spears, or bombs or cyber attacks: God’s weapon is righteousness. The Bible’s word “righteousness” means justice. One political commentator said: “If your pastor speaks about social justice, run from that church.”  If you do, you will be running from the Bible’s message.  Justice is not a “woke” term, but a theme running throughout the Bible.  Moreover, “judgments” refers to “decisive actions” that manifest God’s steadfast love and righteousness.  
	God’s love and righteousness is what we are to "tell the next generation."  The end of Psalm 48 affirms this in verses 12-14,	
		Walk about Zion, go around her, count her towers,
			consider well her ramparts, view her citadels, that you may tell 				of them to the next generation.
		For this God is our God for ever and ever; 
			he will be our guide even to the end. 
This celebration reminds us of Nehemiah’s dedication of the rebuilt temple walls and Joshua’s encircling of the walls Jericho once a day for six days and then seven times the seventh day before the walls crumbled.  Indeed, remembering the protection of God in the past creates confidence in God’s ability to protect us now.  
 		Israel celebrates God’s triumph with a victory lap around the city of Jerusalem. The purpose of the celebration is to tell the next generation that this God of steadfast love and justice is their God. 
		Ps. 48 ends with the words “forever and ever” and “to the end,” which speak to the duration of God’s kingdom – for Israel, for us – for all eternity.  
	What is the application of this passage for us tody?  Because our God is great, we ultimately have nothing to fear from the conflicts and divisions in our world today.  Amy’s cousin told me recently that the Bible says, "Do not be afraid," 365 times: Once for every day of the year.  Although I did not count them to verify the number, I did consult a Bible Dictionary, and “Do not be afraid” occurs a multitude of times.  We should it seriously.
	Although Jesus says it is appropriate to fear Hell, he bracketes that admonition by saying twice, “Do not be afraid” (Luke 12:4-7). The angel who announced Jesus’s birth said to both Mary and Zechariah: “Do not be afraid” (Luke 1:13, 30). And that refrain is repeated by Jesus: to Peter during two separate a fishing expeditions: “Do not be afraid” (Matt. 14:27; Mark 6:50; Luke 5:10; John 6:20) and to Jairus when his daughter died (Mark 5:36; Luke 8:50): “Do not he afraid.” When he was transfigured on the high mountain, Jesus said to Peter, James, and John, “Do not be afraid” (Matt. 17:7), and the angel at Jesus’s tomb twice said the same thing: “Do not be afraid, “Do not be afraid” (Matt. 28:5,10). When Paul was rejected in the synagogue in Corinth, the Lord told him in a vision: “Do not be afraid” (Acts 18:9). When facing shipwreck, an angel repeated to Paul: “Do not be afraid” (Acts 27:24).  In Revelation, after John saw vision of Christ, and fell into a trance, an angel appeared to say: “Do not be afraid” (Rev. 1:17).  Jesus sums this up in his words to his disciples: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid (John 14:27). 
	God Is Great! God does not need us to make him great.  He is great!  That God will protect us.  He provides refuge under his wings like hen protects her chicks.  Therefore, the message of the Bible is: “Do not be afraid,” which it repeats about once for every day of the year.  So why are Jesus’s followers afraid?   
		Perhaps it is because we’re practical people. Will this really work? Can God make me secure? Is what we are doing now working?  
		Years ago, my parents lived next door to a woman whose husband died. His wife continued to live in the house, but was terrified to be alone.  She had jewelry and fur coats in her bedroom.  Fear of losing those prized possessions and fear of personal harm living alone, caused her to install locks on the doors, even her bedroom door, where the valuable items were stored, had padlocks.  She also concealed a gun in the drawer beside her bed for protection.  Although considerably younger than her husband, she died within a year.  Locks and gun did not bring security. Quite the contrary, they probably made her feel much less secure and may have shortened her life. 
		When my parents shared this story with me, I resolved not to fear for health and security. I am also blessed with a wife who does not fear. For three years, when our children were young, I traveled in my position with the BIC Church. Even when I was gone several days, she said I needn’t call home, because we did not have much money for phone calls, and she said, “If I wanted to worry I could, but I choose not to.”  A good choice.
		Amy grew up in a small town like I did where her family did not lock the doors. In fact, I never saw a key to their house; I do not believe there was one. We could say that times have changed, but perhaps we have changed.
I would take my parents’ trust in the Lord for protection over their neighbor’s trust in locks and guns.  God is great!  Do not be afraid. 
	Nevertheless, our politicians love to make us afraid. Democrats want us to worry about global warming and the nuclear power of Iran and North Korea, and Republicans want us to worry about terrorists, criminals, and the deterioration of our culture. Fear is used to manipulate us to vote for them. 
	I have resolved not to vote for anyone out of fear.  I take comfort in the words of another Psalm: “I’ll fear no evil for you are with me.”  Politicians are not our saviors; neither the Democratic nor the Republican party bring us salvation from the powers of this world. 
	Ultimately, we have no need to fear for Jesus is with us. I recognize that I am speaking from privilege. I live in a community with very little violent crime. I have been blessed financially, so I do not worry whether or not my family will be fed, clothed, and housed. I probably have less to fear than most people in the world. Yet, even privileged people are compelled to fear about imagined threats. I find a great deal of peace and confidence from Jesus who told us, “Do not be afraid.” 
		So how do followers of Jesus celebrate the fourth of July.  When I was in the pastorate, after Memorial Day of the 4th of July, members would often ask: “Why do we not sing “America the Beautiful” or pledge the flag or even have a flag in the church.  My response was and is: Our primary citizenship is not in the country we live in, but the kingdom of God.  
		We may celebrate the anniversary of our country’s independence with fireworks, grateful that they are not real bombs.  We might raise an American flag in our yard, realizing that our primary loyalty is to God.  
		When I was a child, our country recognized this distinction.  We were taught how to treat the American flag.  You never let it touch the ground or stay on the pole overnight, and you would certainly not disrespect it by wear it as the design on a tee shirt.  
		More important, you never lay anything on the flag except a Bible, and nothing on the Bible.  That is because even our culture even recognized that slogans like “America first” was sacrilege or even idolatry because for followers of Jesus, country is never before God.  Only God is Great.
[bookmark: _GoBack]		This fourth of July, realize that our primary citizenship is in God’s kingdom.  Therefore, we do not so much mourn our country’s loss of greatness, because we realize: Great is the Lord.”  We do not allow our politicians from either party to scare us because we heed the words repeated hundreds of times in the Bible, “Do not be afraid.”  We are citizens of the kingdom of our great God.  “Great is the LORD! … Do not be afraid!”  Amen.
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