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A Might Fortress Is Our God 

 
We know some important truths about the hymn you just sang. It is perhaps the best known hymn of the Lutheran 
Church. It has been called the Battle Hymn of the Reformation. We know it was penned by Martin Luther and based 
on the Psalm we sang today: Psalm 46. These things we know. What we don't know for sure is when Luther wrote it.  
 
Some speculate Luther wrote it at a time when a particularly lethal plague descended upon Wittenberg - the city 
where Luther lived and worked as pastor and University professor. This plague outbreak was so bad that the 
University temporarily relocated to a neighboring town; but Luther and his family stayed behind. 
  
Others suggest Luther wrote this hymn to observe the tenth anniversary of the beginning of the Lutheran 
Reformation. That event is marked by Luther nailing 95 theses (or questions) he wanted to debate on Wittenburg's 
Castle Church. That took place on October 31, 1517.  
  
Still others speculate that Luther wrote this hymn while he was in hiding at the Wartburg Castle. Four years after 
Luther posted the 95th Theses, Emperor Charles V, the head of the Holy Roman Empire - summoned Luther to a 
special meeting at the German city of Worms. The Emperor wanted to put an end to the spiritual controversy Luther 
had stirred up. The Emperor thought he gave Luther a simple choice. "Recant" - take back all you have said and wrote 
or be labeled and outlaw and risk death. Instead of caving under the pressure, Luther confessed, "unless reason and 
clear Scripture" could be used to show where he was wrong, he "could not, and would not recant... Here I stand! God 
help me!"  
 
For this, the emperor labeled Luther and outlaw. Anyone could kill him on sight. For his own safety, Luther’s local 
leader - Duke Frederick - had Luther “kidnapping” and hid away in the Wartburg Castle. Those mighty castle walls 
may have called to mind Psalm 46 and inspired Luther to pen his hymn. 
  
Whatever Luther's inspiration - his hymn and the Psalm are filled with rich imagery and symbolism. They picture 
strength, security and a rock solid foundation. Both songs point us to God strength and protection.  
  
So on this Reformation Sunday we want to explore these songs and sing with both how: A MIGHTY FORTRESS IS OUR 
GOD. And we’ll see how the Gospel is the key to this fortress – and security lies therein.  
 
Listen again to the words of Psalm 46, they are printed for you in the worship folder. "God is our refuge and 
strength, an ever-present help in 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." 
The news commentator Paul Harvey would end each broadcast with the line: “now you know the rest of the story.” 
But that came after he told you an amazing story about a person or event you thought you knew, only to learn the 
story had interesting twists and unexpected turns. The story of Luther is like that. Since we are in Bethany Lutheran 
Church - it's good for us to know Luther's story. 
  
You'd expect Martin Luther to have an extremely strong faith in God. And He did - but it wasn’t always that way. You 
might be shocked to hear that for a time in Luther's life, God appeared as a mighty fortress. Or at least a mighty wall. 
Imposing. Impenetrable. Designed to keep people out, rather than let people in.  
  
Luther's early writings are filled with his frustration about God. Luther even confesses that for a time he hated God. 
That's pretty unexpected from a pastor. But in Luther’s day people were taught that God was a Heavenly Father to be 
feared. A relentless boss who demanded constant demonstrations of holiness. That made God seem very uncaring 
and unfair to Luther. How could God demand things of him that seemed impossible for him to attain.  
 



And if just being "good" seems impossible for Luther, how could he ever hope to go to heaven? It all seemed like a 
cruel game. "Try harder" was the constant theme. But the harder he tried to do good - the more he became aware 
that his good wasn't really good enough. Luther's like was like a spiritual treadmill. He was exerting a great deal of 
energy - but he never seemed to get him anywhere. 
  
Luther offers us a glimpse at his struggle in his hymn, “Dear Christians, One and All Rejoice” (Hymn 377 st. 3):  
  

My own good works availed me naught, no merit they attaining   
My will against God’s judgment fought, no hope for me remaining. 
My fears increased till sheer despair - left naught but death to be my share  
and hell to be my sentence. 
  
Or how about this line from the end of verse 2 of that same hymn:   
Yet deep and deeper still I fell; life had become a living hell – so firmly sin possessed me. 

  
Can you hear the frustration? Imagine pouring your whole life into trying harder. Doing better. Only to sense you are 
getting nowhere. It's not working. Eventually what would you do? Give up - right! The spiritual word for that is 
despair. That's the point that Luther got too. He was taught that God's love, favor, acceptance had to be earned. Had 
to be won. But the more Luther tried, the more this nagging, gnawing question bubbled up in his heart: Have I done 
enough for God to love me? 
 
Have you ever wondered about that question? 
 
Ever grade yourself as if you were God, seeing what He saw. Knowing what He knew. How would you grade your 
track record? Acceptable or cringe-worthy?  
We don't like to think about our track record. We'd rather ignore it because it makes us uncomfortable. Or often 
times we compare ourselves to others. And we can always find someone worse than us. So there God - I'm OK 
because that person is worse then me. But God shakes His head no - it doesn't work that way. God doesn't compare 
you to others. God compares us to Himself. Are you holy like me? Perfect like me? Sinless like me? Just one slip 
makes you unacceptable.  
 
So maybe like Luther you want to throw up your hands and scream, "it's no use! There is nothing I can do to be good. 
And if I can't even be good, how can I ever hope of heaven?" God appears like a wall. Imposing. Impenetrable. I 
haven't and I can't do enough for God to love me. I haven't and I can't do enough to get myself into heaven.  
 
So you'd expect despair to be the dead end. There doesn't seem much hope after Luther admits he hated God. But 
God is the master of bringing life out of death. Of change and new chances. And that's what happened in Luther's 
life. Not only was Luther changed, but so was His view of God. God ceased to be an impenetrable wall. Instead God 
became Luther's refuge and strength - a constant source of help in trouble. 
 
What happened? Well - that's the rest of the story.  
 
What happened is that Luther rediscovered the Gospel. And the Gospel is the key to a right understanding of God, 
sin and eternal salvation. While working through the Book of Romans, Luther came across this section from Romans 
3 that opened His eyes to God's mercy and love: But now a righteousness from God (that is, a way that God makes 
us right or acceptable before Him), apart from law (that is, not based on our doing or keeping the law/Ten 
Commandments perfectly), has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  22 This 
righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference,  23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that 
came by Christ Jesus. 
 



Through these words, Luther came to understand that we become right, acceptable and forgiven before God - not by 
what we do for God - but by what He has done for us through His Son, Jesus Christ. Peace with God today and heaven 
forever is not something we earn from God. Those are GIFTS given to us by a good and merciful Lord. Gifts won for us 
through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  
 
A door through the Mighty fortress wall of God was opened! The Gospel was the key! God invites us into the walls of 
His Kingdom. The King has adopted us! And now there is SAFETY within the mighty walls of His Kingdom. The Psalmist 
writes: 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. 
 
Maybe your not about mountains melting or tides surging here in Wisconsin. But the point is that the world around 
us could be falling apart - but we are safe and sound in the fortress of God's hands. That means we have NOTHING to 
fear. Since God's heart and will is bent on keeping you safe and blessings you - then you have NOTHING to fear? 
 
How did Luther put it in his hymn? So take they our life, goods, fame, child or wife - let these all be gone. They yet 
have nothing won! How can that be true? Who would want to have any of those things taken from them? Many think 
those things define their life. But really they have nothing won - because all of those things are temporary. Our true 
treasure aren't the things that are here today but gone tomorrow. Our true treasure is found in the eternal things 
that God gives as gifts. His Word. His Promises. His gives of forgiveness, life and salvation. These gifts destroy our 
guilt. They put an end to our sin. Satan's power is no match for these things, for at the name of Jesus, satan goes 
running for cover. 
 
This what Luther rediscovered. He didn't discover it - it was always there. It was just hidden for a time under the false 
ideas that people needed to earn God's favor. But the amazing truth is God comes to us. He chases after us with His 
love. He comes to give us new life through Word and Sacrament. Because of Jesus, God forgives all of our sins and 
gives us new life in His name. Life that has no end.  
 
This truth - this life changing, hope giving, heaven promising truth - compelled Luther to preach, teach, write and 
share it to the point of facing death itself to hold it forth to the world. People needed to know. Souls were at stake. 
Nothing would silence him.  
 
This is the spirit of the Reformation. This is what we celebrate today. It's really not about celebrating the life of 
Martin Luther, worthy as that might be. It’s not about reveling in our Lutheran heritage, as grateful as we are for it. 
It’s all about rejoicing in the Gospel message of Jesus Christ.  
  
That’s the key to our salvation.  That’s the key that unlocks the truth that God is not an unapproachable, unscalable 
wall. The Gospel shows us that God is filled with love and care for us. He sent His Son to rescue us from sin and 
death. That makes our God a Mighty Fortress, within whom we find peace and safety and protection.  
  
May our lives sing with Luther and the Psalmist, because God is our refuge and strength, our Mighty Fortress. He is 
our ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear…  Not now, not ever. Amen. 
 
 
 


