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Romans 3:19-28 
John 8:31-36 
 

A Mighty Fortress 
 
On this day in 1517, Martin Luther attempted to open a public theological dialogue about 
reforming the practice of the Church. One of the results was the Reformation, as social, political, 
and ideological conflicts divided the Western Church. Various branches of the Protestant 
tradition emphasize different ideas about the Christian faith: the primacy of grace, the distinction 
between law and gospel, the sovereignty of God, the freedom of the Christian. 
 
The readings for today touch on these themes, which the reformers would assert are not theirs 
alone, but true for all Christians.  Perhaps the most enduring and most radical notion was the 
reformers’ return to the Bible, translating Scripture into modern languages.  
 
Reading and hearing the actual words of Scripture has, of course, produced some bizarre, 
idiosyncratic interpretations. But this has also been eye-opening and liberating for uncounted 
millions and for the people of God. For the Lord often says something more surprising, more 
subtle, more challenging, and more grace-filled than we expect. 
 
Take Psalm 46, which was a starting point for Martin Luther’s most famous hymn: “God is our 
mighty fortress, always ready to help in times of trouble” (Psalm 46:1, CEV).  
 
This kind of prayer is a staple of personal faith. So often we need protection from the things 
which bedevil us, from real enemies and forces which threaten our safety and wellbeing. Luther 
himself spent nine months hidden from his enemies at Wartburg Castle, in that time translating 
the New Testament into German. 
 
Yet the psalm – and the whole of Scripture in which it is set – takes us well beyond that very real 
desire for God’s protection. It is a declaration that our refuge goes far beyond that which we 
imagine. 
 
We hope for security. But God’s strength is not found in fortifications – the walls of Jericho, 
Jerusalem, Babylon, and Berlin have all come tumbling down.  It is not found in mighty empires 
– they all crumble, leaving behind the rubble of their fleeting glory. It is not found in the created 
order – for neither the earth nor the sea is secure. It is not found in wealth, nor family, nor even 
our religious institutions, despite our deep desires to find something in this world we can trust 
wholeheartedly. (The psalmist himself may well believe that the holy city of Zion is so closely 
tied to God that it is such a fortress.) 



 
But the words are clear: “God is our mighty fortress...” 
 
God is more than we dare suspect. More than creation: “At the voice of God the earth itself 
melts” (Psalm 46:6, CEV). More than empires: God “breaks the arrows, shatters the spears” 
(Psalm 46:9, CEV). And even when we dare to cling to God’s might, “The LORD All-
Powerful is with us” (Psalm 46:11, CEV), we might ponder the nature of God’s power. 
 
For we know that, much as we might wish it, the fact that God is our fortress does not make us 
invulnerable. That is the desire of those who build castles and fortifications, which stand only for 
a moment. “A mighty fortress is our God,” sing the Psalmist and Brother Martin and all the 
faithful. If we wish to find refuge in God, let us cling not to that which is fleeting – but to God’s 
righteousness, God’s justice, God’s saving power, God’s loving faithfulness, and yes – though it 
may be unjustified and totally unexpected – let us cling to God’s mercy.  
 
This Reflection for Reformation Sunday was prepared by Paul Bellan-Boyer, who works with religious 
congregations in the NJ Regional Coalition in community organizing for economic justice. To learn more about Paul 
Bellan-Boyer’s work, visit his blog at citycalledheaven.blogspot.com   
 

+  +  + 
 

A Prayer for Reformation Sunday (taken from the Lutheran Book of Prayer) 
 
Heavenly Father, we heartily thank you for your gift of Martin Luther to your church.  Your 
church would soon perish on the face of the earth if you did not continually reform it.  Make us 
true children of the Reformation today through repentance and faith, through loyalty and 
diligence.  Help us be your people by being what we are through your grace in Christ Jesus.  
Cause us to stand only in the faith of Jesus Christ as our Savior and our Lord, the true Rock of 
the church. 
 
Bring us to know you as you have made yourself known by the Spirit through the Holy 
Scriptures, that we may become wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.   
 
Give us grace to come always to you on behalf of the church and our fellowmen, because you are 
able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think according to the power that works 
in us.  So shall be give you alone all glory in the church by Christ Jesus, both now and ever.  
Amen. 
  
  
 


