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Psalm 46 

 

 Psalm forty-six is not the most familiar Psalm in the Bible.  But if you are familiar 

with Psalm forty-six, I’m guessing there are two primary reasons.  The first reason is the 

words at the beginning of the Psalm.  “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help 

in trouble.  Therefore we will not fear though the earth should change, though the 

mountains shake in the heart of the sea.” 

 

 The first two verses of Psalm forty-six are often invoked by a preacher or a 

worship leader at a time when something catastrophic happens in the world.  I can 

remember quoting the beginning of Psalm forty-six, for example, when we had the prayer 

vigil here in this sanctuary the night right after “9-11” happened.  I can also remember 

referring to the opening verses in Psalm forty-six when I’ve preached about huge storms 

or wars or mass shootings that have caused destruction on a large scale.    

 

 In truth, the opening words in Psalm forty-six would be appropriate to focus on in 

a sermon during this global health crisis when it feels as though the earth around us is 

shaking and changing day by day.   

 

By the same token, the beginning of the tenth verse in Psalm forty-six might also 

be familiar to you.  “Be still, and know that I am God.”  Over my years in ministry, I’ve 

quoted those words as well.  Maybe not so often in sermons…but many times as a kind of 

devotional mantra.  In a world that moves fast where you and I often feel as though we 

have to move equally fast in order to keep pace, sometimes we need to slow down and 

stop.  So that we can be still and listen and see what God is doing.   

 

“Be still and know that I am God” would be an equally appropriate focal point for 

a sermon during this pandemic when many of us have been forced to slow down and 

reflect and try to figure out what God is doing and where God is at work in the world.   

 

In this sermon, however, I’m not going to focus on the first two verses of Psalm 

forty-six.  Even though God promises us refuge in the midst of our fear and the world’s 

trouble.  Nor am I going to focus on the tenth verse.  Even though stillness is an essential 

ingredient in the recipe that allows us to know God.  

 

This morning, I’m actually drawn to the fourth verse of Psalm forty-six.  “There is 

a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High.”  

Before I narrow my intent, however, it’s helpful to step back for a moment and look at 

the overall context of Psalm forty-six. 

 

Psalm forty-six is a testament of faith and a hymn of praise.  It commemorates 

God’s saving grace at a time when God’s people were celebrating the occasion of a 

rebuilt city.  Or the inauguration of a new king.  Or the erection of a new temple.  Or all 



of those things at the same time.  As such, the Psalm is a song of salvation, inviting 

God’s people to recall how God once saved the Holy city of Jerusalem during the reign of 

King Hezekiah.  A Holy city that came under violent siege in the year 701 B.C.E. by 

Sennacherib, who was the powerful ruler of the Assyrian Empire. (1)   

 

“There is a river”, the people sang.  There is a river, thanks be to God and 

Hallelujah.  God has brought us this far and God will protect us from this point on.  There 

is a river that makes glad the city of God.  What a song of joy and celebration it was! 

 

The only irony is this.  One look at a map will tell you there is no river that runs 

through the city of Jerusalem.  Which forces us to do some decoding to figure out what 

the Psalmist actually meant.   

 

It turns out that when King Hezekiah learned Sennacherib was plotting a brutal 

and vicious campaign against Jerusalem and its people, King Hezekiah hatched a plan.  

The King called together all his best advisors and all his smartest consultants and with 

their input he decided to do two things.  He ordered his men to cover over the Spring of 

Gihon, which was in the city of Jerusalem.  Simultaneously, he ordered his men to dig an 

elaborate tunnel which stretched from one end of the city to the other.  A tunnel that 

would channel water underground to every city section.  Thereby ensuring the Judean 

people would be able to tap the water they needed throughout Sennacherib’s siege.  

 

The river referenced in Psalm forty-six was not a literal river, the way you and I 

might picture a river in nature.  Instead, it was a water system created by human hands 

and used as a means of resistance against a foreign invader.  In other words, King 

Hezekiah’s soldiers and the people of Jerusalem could access the underground water 

while Sennacherib’s army could not.  

 

The reason we know all this about this tunnel, sometimes known as “The Siloam 

Tunnel” or “Hezekiah’s Tunnel” is because a boy was bathing in a stream outside 

Jerusalem in the year 1880 and he stumbled upon a rock.  On that rock were written 

inscriptions from Hezekiah’s Tunnel. A tunnel that was unearthed as a result of that rock.  

A tunnel snaking its way underneath Jerusalem’s city streets and houses and buildings, 

seventeen hundred and forty-eight feet long in total.   

 

Knowing the history and the story, you know that this river fashioned by human 

hands under Jerusalem sustained God’s people throughout Sennacherib’s siege. During a 

time of incredible danger and vulnerability and struggle.  And that same underground 

river has connected and sustained generations of God’s people who’ve resided in the city 

of Jerusalem ever since.   

 

Yes, just as the Psalm forty-six writer assures us in the fourth verse, “there is a 

river, a real, literal, actual river, whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy 

habitation of the Most High.”  It’s a river that once gave God’s people hope and life.  A 

river that fortified God’s people and gave them strength.  And it’s a river that has bound 

people together for centuries, all the way from 701 B.C.E. to this very day.   



But Psalms are not only designed to be interpreted literally. Psalms are poetry and 

music.  Psalms are created to lift us higher, both in an inspirational sense and an 

aspirational sense.  And Psalm forty-six is no exception. 

 

We know now about the underground river that makes glad the city of Jerusalem.  

At the same time, I believe the Psalmist is describing a symbolic river that flows through 

the hearts of all who seek to serve and follow God.  A river that binds us with our 

ancestors in faith and a river that will continue to flow long after you and I are gone and 

generations to come turn to that river as a source of hope and faith.   

 

That river, that symbolic, holy, unfailing river is flowing below your feet and my 

feet right this very moment.  In the midst of these trying days when so many people in 

this world are struggling with the effects and the ramifications of virus that has us under 

siege.  In the midst of these fearful days when so many people in the world are facing 

emotional and economic and psychological challenges that will linger long after the time 

vaccines and routines are normalized.    

 

 In the midst of all that is going on around us in May of the year 2020, there is still 

a river.  There is a river that flows deep and unabated.  A river full and alive with God’s 

peace and God’s mercy and God’s grace.  

 

 God’s river has existed longer than you and I can imagine.  And because that river 

flows uninterrupted, you and I can’t give up even when it feels like we are under attack.  

We can’t give up even though the end feels like it’s still a ways from now.  We can’t give 

up, even when this virus feels like it’s surrounding us on all sides.   

 

 Now is not the time to lose hope.  Now is not the time to abandon our faith.  Now 

is not the time to give in.  Rather now is the time to sing and sing boldly…   

 

 “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  Therefore we 

will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of 

the sea; though its waters roar and foam, through the mountains tremble with its tumult.  

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 the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the 

morning dawns.  The nations are in uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the 

earth melts.  The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  Come, behold 

the works of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on the earth.  He makes wars 

cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the 

shields with fire.  Be still and know that I am God!  I am exalted among the nations, I am 

exalted in the earth.  The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.”  

Amen.  
 

 

1.  Rev. Toby Sanders, “There Is a River,” is a sermon found in the Spring 2010 volume 

of The African American Pulpit. (Volume 13, Number 2) His helpful exegesis of Psalm 

46:4 is on pages 89-90 


