Pre:

The 23rd Psalm is without doubt the most familiar and the most popular of all the Psalms.  It’s poetic, it’s touching, it’s a great source of comfort and peace.  The Psalm is attributed to David, and it’s easy to imagine him as the writer.  He was familiar with sheep, having been a shepherd himself.  He was familiar with the troubles and traumas of life and in the midst of that, he experienced the protection and provision of God.  Which is what this Psalm is about.  

In my own experience, the 23rd Psalm is heard most often at funerals.  And that’s appropriate, but it has a much broader application than just that.  It is a Psalm that can help us not only with death, but even more importantly it can help us live our life with confidence. 


Read in unison.

The Lord Is My Shepherd

Psalm 23


In a Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, Calvin’s mom is sitting in a chair, reading a book and drinking a cup of coffee.  All of a sudden Calvin swoops in wearing a space helmet and cape.  His mother asks:  “What’s up today?”


Calvin replies, “Nothing so far.”


“So far?”  Mom asks.


“Well,” Calvin says, “You never know.  Something COULD happen today.  And if anything DOES, by golly, I’m going to be ready for it!”  


Calvin leaves and Mom says, “I wish I had a suit like that!”  


How about you?  Do you wish you had a suit like that?  The good news is that you do have one.  It’s called faith.  And if you put it on, you’ll be ready for whatever life has to dish out.  


Of course faith in and of itself is worth nothing.  You can believe and believe in something that is not true, and your faith will not make it true.  That’s an empty kind of faith.  Our faith will sustain us only if our faith is placed in someone who has the resources to back up the promises.  Someone like the Shepherd of Psalm 23.  


In the Psalm we learn two very important things about the God in whom we have placed our faith.  God provides for our every need, and God protects us from evil.  I shall not want, David says, because God is my shepherd.  I will fear no evil, for God is with me.  


I shall not want.


I shall not want.


So much of our life is spent either worrying about or working for our daily bread, our sustenance, our provision.  Making sure that our family does not want for anything. Life’s expensive, isn’t it?  We often use the price of gas as a barometer for the cost of living.  I went to the gas station this week and spent $1.399 a gallon.  But if you think that’s expensive, consider this:

Do you like Diet Snapple?  That’s $10.32 per gallon.  How about Gatorade?  That’s $10.97 a gallon. Scope is $84.48 a gallon.  Pepto Bismol--$123.20 per gallon.  Evian bottled water is $21.19 a gallon. Vicks Nyquil is 178.13 a gallon. (internet)  Maybe gas isn’t so bad after all.  


Life’s expensive.  But, if the Lord is your Shepherd, you will not want for anything that you need.  


The Shepherd will provide for your needs.


David, who wrote this psalm, grew up with sheep.  So did I, by the way, though we took care of them differently than David did.  But the sheep were the same.  Sheep can’t take care of themselves.  When they are young, they are as cute as puppies, but as adults, they are as dull as fenceposts.  If you leave them in one place too long, they will eat the grass down to the bare ground.  If you take your eye off them, they will wander away and get themselves hurt.  They will crawl through a hole in the fence to get to a dandelion on the other side, and then not know how to get back through the hole.  If one of them takes off in a direction, the whole herd will follow like lemmings off the side of a cliff.   In other words, they are a whole lot like people.  They need help to survive.  They need a shepherd.


One of the prime jobs of the shepherd is to move the sheep to where nourishment can be found.  To herd them in the right direction so that they will not starve.  The key for the sheep is to stick with the shepherd, because the shepherd knows where the food is.  

 
Take a look at the list of provisions that the Shepherd makes.  He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside the still waters, he restores my soul.  He leads me in the paths of righteousness.  


The first thing he does is to make you lie down where there is nourishment all around.  Green pastures, abundance, rest.  Now, I submit that we would start in a different place.  We would start with something more active, like work.  First work, then rest (maybe).  In our frantic life, rest is at the bottom of our list of priorities.  But the Shepherd starts with rest.  He makes us lie down.  Then, to the still waters for refreshment, then the restoration of our souls, and then walking in the paths of righteousness.  We are ready to go, ready to work because we’ve rested, we’ve received nourishment, we’ve had our souls renewed.  


How much better our lives would be if we followed that pattern of rest and spiritual renewal first, then work.    But so many of us are like our three-month-old puppy.  I’ve noticed that Grace, like so many young children, races around the house faster and faster the more tired she gets.  She can’t settle down until we make her go in her kennel and rest.   But it’s not really just puppies and small children.  I think we adults tend to get more agitated and more restless as we get more run-down.  We think that frantic activity is the solution to our problem.  More work will solve our problems.  


He makes me to lie down.  On Friday night, we were about to start cooking dinner when the power went out in the middle of the thunderstorm that was going on.  And it stayed off until about midnight.  Now, my plans had been to spend the evening working on my computer, catching up on work.  But when it got dark, and there was no electricity, there wasn’t much to do but rest.  Go to bed.  Let God renew my soul.  Yet another reminder that the world could turn without my help for one evening. 


The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.  


A little boy was saying his bedtime prayers one night, and here’s what he said, “Dear God, please take care of my daddy and my mommy and my sister and my brother and my doggy and me.  Oh, and please take care of yourself, God.  If anything happens to you, we’re gonna be in a big mess.”  (internet)


It’s true. Without God we are in a big mess; and we are vulnerable to all kinds of evil.  But as David says, Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil;  For you are with me.  


The valley of the shadow of death is the place of vulnerability.  It may not be about death, per se.  But it is a place of danger, where enemies lurk at every corner.  If you think literally of a valley between two mountains in David’s time, there would have been snipers in the hills, taking aim, ready to kill.  And that’s the way our lives feel at times, isn’t it? 


Many of us have been walking through the valley of the shadow of death lately.  Our stories are each unique, and yet the same.  Some of us are sick, others in deep distress, and some are facing what feel like life and death decisions.  Being a person of faith does not remove that vulnerability.  The enemies will always be there, lurking in the dark shadows of the mountains above us.  But we need not fear.  We can walk through this valley with confidence.  Why?  God is with us.  


David speaks about the comfort that is brought by the shepherd’s rod and staff.  The sheep are made to feel secure because of these tools of the trade.  With the rod a shepherd can beat off a wild animal.  But not all enemies are from the outside.  Sometimes sheep are their own worst enemies.  Wanderlust may lead a sheep into a dangerous place.  Maybe she slipped and fell over the edge of a precipice and can’t get back up.  The shepherd’s crook will gently pull her up to safety.  And that is true for us as well.  God fights off the enemy for us.  God will even rescue us from our own misadventures.  


Bottom line:  We need not fear, for God is with us.


There was a little girl riding a train for the first time.  She saw the train coming to a body of water and became petrified with fear.  As the train reached the water, though, she saw that there was a bridge that spanned across the water.  The same thing happened a little bit later.  Again she was terrified and again a bridge appeared just in time.  She then sat back in her seat and said, “I don’t think I have to worry anymore.  Someone has gone ahead and put bridges all the way.”  (parables, etc. 22.4.1)


Are there things that loom on the horizon of your life that cause fear to rise up in you?  Do you fear enemies without and within?  God has gone ahead and built bridges all the way.  We will fear no evil, for God is with us.  


The key for the sheep, and for us, is to stay with the shepherd.  Don’t wander off!  When you stick close to the shepherd, the shepherd will provide all that you need, and when you stick close to the shepherd, you can walk in confidence, not in fear.  


A grandfather was out walking with his young grandson.  “How far are we from home?” he asked the boy.  The boy answered, “Grandpa, I don’t know.”  Then the grandfather asked, “Well, where are you?”  Again the boy answered, “I don’t know.”  Then the grandfather said, “Sounds to me as if you are lost.”  The little boy looked up at his grandfather and said, “Nope, I can’t be lost.  I’m with you.”  (Illustrations unlimited, 243).  
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