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The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing.
2     He makes me lie down in green pastures,
he leads me beside quiet waters,
3     he refreshes my soul.
He guides me along the right paths
    for his name’s sake.
4 Even though I walk
    through the darkest valley,
I will fear no evil,
    for you are with me;
your rod and your staff,
    they comfort me.
5 You prepare a table before me
    in the presence of my enemies.
You anoint my head with oil;
    my cup overflows.
6 Surely your goodness and love will follow me
    all the days of my life,
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.
The 23rd Psalm has been in existence for over 3,000 years. It has been read at funerals, in homes, in hospitals, in churches. It has been read in jails. It has been an anthem for people in peace and a comfort in a time of war. It is one of the most known and memorized passages in Scripture and it has been an incredible value and comfort and refuge for thousands and millions of people over countless centuries. It is a powerful and potent prose.

This week, I spent a lot of time in Psalm 23 and I decided to hone in, to focus in on this Scripture here right and it is interesting because I just feel lighter today. I feel like there is a bit of a weight lifted off my back and that’s because of this, when you live in God’s Word, when you get in God’s Word, his Word gets in you! And when you get in God’s Word, something changes in your spirit. It is the difference between being a guest at somebody’s house and actually moving into their house. When you stay at somebody’s house for a night, you might get a flavor of their family and of who they are. But when you move in, when you bring your stuff into that house, the ethos of that house is implanted in you. It gets inside you. So as I’ve lived in this Scripture, I made this Psalm my address this week! Seven days, all inclusive, all intensive! When you get in his Word it gets in you. And this is an incredible Scripture of healing. These are words or meditation. They are statements. These words are a cry. They are a prayer and they a declaration all at the same time. And the Israelites knew it and they took this Psalm and what they would often do is they would recite Psalms in times of trial or trouble. But they took this Psalm and this was like their strongest weapon. They only used the 23rd Psalm in the deepest of sorrows. They only used it in the darkest of midnight. They used it in the lowest of valleys. It is an incredible Psalm. It is an encouraging Psalm. It is almost like a shot in the arm.
One of our goals during this series, during this Psalm series, is that you wouldn’t just read the Scriptures but that you would know it, that you would plant it in your heart and you would meditate on it and you would hide God’s Word in your spirit.

We are encouraged by this in Psalm 119 that Pastor Mark talked about last week. Thy Word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against Thee.  Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path. When God’s Word gets in us, it changes our course because we can see what is ahead of us.

Back in the day, I used to go out running old-school. It was just me and my heavy breath. Then I got this little thing that sticks on your arm. You know what I’m talking about? No, not a nicotine patch! An iPod! Now before the iPod, here’s what you would do. You would go home and kick up that stereo and get that jam going on in your house so it got you a good start into your run. But then after you started running, you would hit that hill. You know what hill I’m talking about and it just crushes you into it and we hate that hill! I curse that hill sometimes, in the name of the Lord! And you go up that hill and you don’t remember the music that was pumping you up 20 minutes ago. Then you get home and you turn that music back up and you get re-pumped up. But when you get the iPod, it totally transformed my running experience! I could take that motivation with me wherever I went. So I didn’t just have motivation before the run and after the run, I had that motivation in the middle of that hill and you know what happens when you’ve got that jam going on. Rocky IV or Farrell or Ella would turn on Frozen to get her up that hill. Whatever your jam is, you are hitting it up that hill because you need that little extra juice to get up that nasty hill, right?
Here’s what happens when you get the Word of God in you. When you hide his word in your heart and in your spirit, you don’t just get it at the beginning of your week. You don’t just get it at the end of your week. You get it in the middle! You get it in the moment of your affliction and you step into that moment and it hits you and everything comes crashing in. Maybe it’s crazy at work and your boss comes around and says that things or your co-worker comes around and does that thing and what do you do? You get on that iPod! You get in that Scripture! You go to his Word. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside quiet waters. He stores my soul. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Then it comes and hits you again. You hit another hill in the middle of the week. Or you get home and those bills just keep coming. Have you noticed? Bill collectors always show up on time! They are never late and the bills are piling up and you don’t know what’s going to happen or where provision is going to come from. What do you do? You Scripture it! You hit that iPod again! You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil. My cup overflows. And you find newness and you find motivation in the Word of God that is planted in your spirit. You come to that moment where you don’t know what is next. You don’t have a job. You are looking for a dream or a vision. You don’t know. You are at the end of your rope and at the end of your hope. You’ve got nothing. But you Scripture this. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil for Thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff comfort me.

We are called to take the Word of God and plant it right here! It is a gift from God. When we live in his Word, his Word lives in us and his Word changes us. These Psalms are declarations of who God is. When we declare who God is, it changes who we are. And when it changes who we are, our circumstances become irrelevant. Isn’t that an awesome thing! Our circumstances cannot change us. They cannot move us because we are moved only in the Spirit and the Word of God.
Psalm 23 is a declaration of praise to our God. Psalm 23 is believed to have been written by David probably in his older age. It is disputed what occasion it was when he wrote this but many believe that it was during a time of civil war and a time not just of civil war but when his own son, Absalom, had come against his and decided he was going to be king and he was going to take over the kingdom. So it is in this dark season that David comes along as Absalom is coming to take his life and David is about ready to give it but he still knows a faithful God. And in this season, in the lowest valley, in the darkest of the midnight, David comes before God and he pens these immortal words: The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not be in want! And this right here, the very beginning statement of Psalm 23, is the hinge. It is the crux that opens up the rest of the Psalm into our lives. The statement says the Lord is MY Shepherd. He is not just a shepherd. He is not just The Shepherd. He is MY Shepherd. I had a hard time with this, saying this and speaking this in my life because for a while in my life, I respected God but I didn’t have relationship with Him. You know what I mean? Like you believe in Him or you agree with Him or you think He is good and He does good things, but My Shepherd? I don’t know. But unless He is your Shepherd, unless He is mine, the rest of this Psalm doesn’t come to fruition. It doesn’t happen unless you take this first step and you fully confess in faith to God that He is your Savior, the rest of it doesn’t matter. 
Martin Luther says this, he says the heart of Christianity is seen in the personal pronouns. Isn’t that true? He is MY God! I love what Williams Evans says. He observes that the 23 Psalm is so universal because it is so individual. He is mind. He is my Guide. He is my God. He is my goodness. He is my Lord. He is my Savior. He is my Father. He is my Friend. He is my Redeemer. He is my Deliverer. He is Almighty God and He is my Creator! I believe that today. I believe it and I speak out of conviction and I speak out of passion because of who He is in my life.
Do you own that? The rest of this sermon doesn’t matter for us today unless we live right here and we can say God I will follow You all of my days. You are my Shepherd and You are my caretaker and I believe in You and I have faith in You and I will follow You.  This is where we start. Everything starts right here. 

Now, sheep are the most commonly mentioned animal in all Scripture. 206 times we find sheep in the Scriptures. We can learn a couple of things from them because we are compared as people to the sheep in this specific Scripture and a number of times throughout Scripture. There are a couple of things that stand out. 

Number one, sheep can’t take care of themselves. Wolves or dogs pack together to take care of one another. And cats can easily adapt into the wild. But sheep can’t defend themselves. They have to look to their shepherd to find guidance.

I’m reminded of Hebrews 12 – for those of us who look to the Author and the Perfector of our faith. Like sheep we are dependent upon our Shepherd.

The second thing is this, we are created for relationship with our Shepherd. Sheep are made for relationship. The Hebrew word for friend is derived from the word ‘shepherd.’ You will see behind me a modern day shepherd. His sheep are dispersed out in the field undiscernible, but as soon as he lifts his voice, the sheep come running to see their shepherd. He doesn’t yell, he simply calls his sheep home. Sheep become attached to their shepherd and their shepherd to them.

In John 10, Jesus says this, the shepherd calls his own sheep by name, he leads them out and when he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them and his sheep follow them because they know his voice. They know his voice. And even in this ominous cloud, where are they? Then he simply speaks and they know his voice and they come. We, like sheep, are created for companionship with our creator, with our Shepherd. 

The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not be in want.  The New Living Translation says He meets all my needs. I shall not be in want. Now, that doesn’t mean that He gives us excess. He doesn’t promise to pay your cable bill. He doesn’t promise to get you that iPhone upgrade. He doesn’t promise you a nice car or a big house, but He promises to us to meet every need that we have. He is our Shepherd. Genesis 33:11 – God has been gracious to me and I have all I need. Philippians 4 – I am amply supplied and my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus. 

What is your need right now? I don’t mean your desire. I don’t mean your excess. I mean what is your need right now? If you follow the good Shepherd, you can confidently go to Him and say I shall not lack peace. I shall not lack relationship. I shall not lack provision. I shall not lack the joy of the Lord in my heart. I shall not lack hope or encouragement or help or friendship because He promises to provide. 

The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside quiet waters. He restores my soul.  

Now, it is hard to get a sheep to lie down. When there is tension or when there is fear in a flock of sheep, they literally, their legs lock. They cannot lie down when there is tension among them. We see in every animal society that there is an established order of dominance or status. Like with chickens, there is a pecking order but with sheep it is a butting order. So what they will do is, when someone is coming in on their territory, they will ram. They will ram up against each other. Or when someone is coming into their flock, they will get going and sometimes there becomes a lot of tension in the flock and when that happens, their legs lock up. They refuse to lie down. When they don’t lie down, they don’t get rest. Their lack of rest affects their health and they become sick. But here’s the only thing that can help. When the shepherd comes in, every time they shepherd comes in, his presence diffuses all of that tension. It is an awesome thing! In the presence of the shepherd, all that fear, all that tension goes away and he makes them lie down in that moment. He leads them beside quiet waters.

Can you relate to this? It gets hard to lie down. I mean literally, at night time there is so much left to do, I can’t lie down. It is so hard to relax. It is hard to relieve tension. It is so hard to find a place of peace. It is hard to let go of all the things racing through your mind and racing through your agenda, all these different things we have to do. But I don’t think this idea is just metaphorical. I think we are called to find places of peace in our lives, to find moments of peace. In fact, I’m praying that. I’m personally praying that over us, that through this Psalm series that these times right here, that these gatherings right here would be places of peace and that this would be times of Selah, a time of pause, of rest, of a relief in God. That these would be times where the joy of the Lord fills us and that they would be a break in routine because we live in a city with tension and dissention. And when that gets into your spirit, it is hard to lie down. But God says follow Me and I will lead you to the quite waters and I will restore your soul.  He desires to restore you back to a place of health. He desires that as you follow Him.
He leads me on paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. I love the New Living Translation. It says He guides me along right paths. In a nomadic culture, path is key. You have to have the right path to find where you are going. When you have direction, you resist distraction. When you have direction, you resist distraction. Sheep are always trying to find their own way. You’ve got to have direction. Jesus says come and follow me. What is He doing? He is giving us direction. He is giving us the path of righteousness to move forwards. He is moving us ahead. And the reason is for his name’s sake. When you get into this nomadic culture, the paths look very much alike. There are wrong paths that we can go down in life that will lead to the wrong destination. I think back to a friend I had when I was younger. He was an awesome guy. We loved hanging out and we had a lot of the same interests. We had some of the same successes in sports and some of the same classes and same friends and we went to the same church. We were two guys in similar situations essentially on the same path. They looked a lot alike. We went our separate ways when we went off to college and five years later, we came back together and I couldn’t believe it. This guy, who was me and I was him, he took this little path over here and then he made this decision over there and all of a sudden, five years later, the guy was in jail! It shook me a little bit. How did that happen?  When you just take a little alteration, you go down that wrong path leading to the wrong destination, but that’s when God comes along and says I will lead you in paths of righteousness. I will set you down the right path, not just for you but for his name’s sake, the Scripture says. 
We often want to serve God for what we get from Him instead of what we can do for Him. He desires our praises. The Psalm is not about the good sheep! It is about the Good Shepherd! It is about us serving Him and this is an amazing, this blows your faith up when you realize that my life is not about me. Doesn’t that blow everything up that you have worked for all your life? Everything you have worked for is about building security and safety and comfort. Then faith blows it up and says it is not about you. I lead you in paths of righteousness for my name’s sake and that changes our trajectory. When we notice that, when we realize that in our life, we realize this, verse 4: Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, Thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff comfort me. The worst part of darkness is that you don’t know where you are. You don’t know where you are going or how to get out of it. And fear is in control in darkness but David rebuts this idea. He says even in the midst of darkness I am ok, because I’m with Him and because I understand who I am with. I don’t trust where I am at but I trust who I am with.
From time to time, my kids will get afraid at night and they will start crying because of fear or because of the boogie man or because of that guy that lives under your bed with the really long arm. So I’ll go in and what do I say? You know, maybe your parents said it to you or you say it to your kids. What do you say? Its ok, I’m here. Its ok, Daddy’s here. I don’t sit down and say, ‘Listen, you are being completely illogical right now!’ You don’t try to reason with your children at that time, right? No, you say I’m here. The content of what you say doesn’t matter nearly as much as the gift of your presence in that moment.

Now, for us in our life, should I sit down and try to explain away that there is no enemy or that there is no fear in that place or do we understand that it is in the strength of the one who is with you in that moment. Does our strength in faith come from the lack of an enemy or the lack of a fear in our lives? No! Our strength comes from Him who is with us. Our strength comes from the power of God that works within us and works within the church and that is active within all of our hearts. Our faith is not in those things. Even though you walk through the valley of the shadow of death, you will fear no evil because He is with us! Personal pronoun – He is with me! 

Notice something about David in this Scripture, he is in a dark place. He is at a low point. He doesn’t know his destiny or his way out but his situation did not change who he was. Understand this, where you are is not who you are. Where you are right now is not who you are. A madman was in the seat of authority and a king was in the wilderness but their situations didn’t change who they were. Know who you are and know who you are following.
The end of verse 4:
Thy rod and thy staff protect me and comfort me.

In the ancient Middle East, the shepherd would have carried very little with him. He would carry a rod and he would carry a staff. From a very young age, shepherds would learn this craft. They would learn how to throw that rod with great accuracy and speed. They could throw it exactly where they wanted it to go. And when they become a shepherd, here’s what they do. It’s almost like a modern-day club, if you will. So when they are going along and an animal is coming against them, they can beat back that animal. If a wolf or a coyote or a snake comes along, they can beat it back. It is also used for discipline though. When a sheep goes along the wrong path or are going into danger like approaching a snake or something, he can throw that club, that rod, to guide them back into the fold.  The staff is very different. It is a long slender stick and it has a hook on the end. That was used for the safely of the sheep. Often times, if the sheep was falling down a hill or if he got stuck in brush, he could use the end of it to pull them out or he could use the other side if they start veering off, not to hit them but just to guide them back onto the path. We who know God as our Shepherd and know his authority, you could look at that as a fearful aspect, but we who know God and his authority know that his authority is used to bring us back into the fold and to protect us and to lead us into paths of righteousness. He is always caring for us. He is always looking out for us.

Verse 5:
You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil. My cup overflows.

I don’t recall ever seeing a sheep get up at a table and eat. This is confusing at first glance but this is interesting. Philip Keller talks about how in much of the world, the high plateaus of the sheep pasture are called mesas, which in Spanish translates to tables. So it seems like these high plateaus are actually tables. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. So when they spring would come and the snow would melt and these shepherds would actually go out ahead of their sheep and they would go into these plateaus and they would look for camps, little areas where they could put a gate so their sheep would be protected. And they look out for beasts or animal that might come against them and they might get rid of snakes that are there and they will check out the vegetation and make sure it is enough for their sheep. They go in advance ahead of the sheep to prepare a table in the presence of those animals, those enemies that might come against them. Isn’t this a wonderful picture as we translate this into our faith? As we go forward, we have to understand that God has gone before us and He has stepped ahead of us and He had surveyed the land and there is enough vegetation and enough goodness for our sustenance and He has looked out to those who might come against us and He has prepared a camp for us to step into. He is always looking in front of us and preparing a meal for us, a table for us in the presence of our enemies. He is our Good Shepherd. He looks out for us and He cares for us and He anoints us.

Verse 6:

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.

The New Living Translation says pursues me all the days of my life.

In his autobiography, Nelson Mandela talks about the shepherd as a leader. He says the shepherd stays behind the flock as well, letting the most nimble go out ahead as the others follow not realizing that all along, they are being directed from behind. The Lord allows us to move forward but He gives us constant direction as we go.

The past week, I went out running and I took Zeke with me over to the track and we were running. I asked him to run one lap with me and then he could sit by the side and play with his Legos. So he was playing and I kept going but then I looked ahead and he had jumped back on the track and he sprinting. His arms were pumping. I stayed on my pace and I caught up to him and said, ‘Good job buddy!’ He was red in his face and getting tired so I said, ‘Why don’t you just finish this lap and then sit down?’ Then I start to pass him and we were right around the bend where you are coming around to the home stretch and I get a little bit of a gap between us and I looked back and he had stopped and was walking. So I turned around and jogged back to him and I got behind him and I said, ‘Zeke you are so fast! You’ve got this! Let’s go!’ And he started running and sprinting like faster than before and he actually opens up a gap from me. He didn’t need me at that time to be way up ahead. At that time, he needed me to come around behind him and to push him and to give him encouragement from behind and it gave him legs in that moment. Isaiah 58:8 says The glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard.  He pushes up forward. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow you, shall pursue you, shall chase you down.
So we have both instances in this Scripture. I love it! Sometimes, verse 2, He leads us to quiet waters. He leads us to paths of righteousness and He goes before us and prepares for us and He protects us. But in other cases, He comes behind us. He chases us. He pursues us and He guides us forward. As we move, He follows us. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. 

Randy Presley was part of our homeless ministry in service in the living room over at Ebenezers Coffeehouse on a Wednesday night. A friend of ours and a couple months ago, he passed away. He went to be with the Lord at 32 years old, died of cancer. In his last season of life, Psalm 23:6 was his passage. He would come back to it again and again. This idea of forever was reverberating in his heart and he couldn’t stop talking about it. Here’s what he said. Most of us only look forward to things on this side of eternity, but that is small thinking and wrong thinking. We will be forever, forever, forever in the house of the Lord and that’s the biggest reward I can imagine. I throw things out the window because I want that reward. I want that reward right now. Our minds can’t fathom eternity. Our minds cannot fathom the depth or the length of eternity but sometimes I think our minds forget that today can be a part of eternity. How did Randy find peace in those last days? How did he find the peace and the joy of the Lord in his heart? He found it because he became acquainted with the Good Shepherd and he began to build a relationship with God our Father as his Shepherd and he began to follow Him and he began to understand that we can dwell in the house of the Lord forever. Even when things come against us and our situation is horrible, when we are dying, we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever and forever.

If that is you here today, all it takes is a step of faith to open up what God has for you. Randy found Christ and Christ marked Randy. And Randy became a sheep following the Good Shepherd. When shepherds buy sheep, the first thing they do is they take a knife and they cut into the sheep’s ear a mark, a distinctive, unique mark that will show that they are that shepherd’s sheep. From far away or from close up, they will know and everyone else will know that relationship, that link between the two.

Now, it is not fun for either one or the shepherd. Neither one of them like this experience but in this moment of common suffering, they bond together and ownership becomes clear. Isn’t this awesome! In the New Testament when we see that we are marked, that the Holy Spirit is an emblem on our heart, isn’t that awesome? Then Jesus goes to the cross. He goes out ahead of us and He takes on our suffering on his back and He does it for us and the good news become reality because we can have relationship with God.  But then He does something. He says follow Me. He invites us in John 10, if any man would be my disciple, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me. It is a decision that changes our lives forever and it changes our lives daily. Every single day, the Lord is my Shepherd. The Lord is MY Shepherd! What a difference one single word can make. It changes the trajectory of our life. It changes our eyesight, the way we perceive things. It changes the peace within us because his goodness enters our lives.
There is a story of a famous actor who was once a guest of honor at a social gathering and he had many gathered around him and they were kind of pushing him to recite a line or to recite one of his favorite poems or literary works. Then a preacher stepped forward and said, ‘Why don’t you do the 23rd Psalm?’ So he agreed to that as long as the preacher would do it also. So this actor stood up and in beautiful tones began to speak and recite this Psalm and he changed his volume and went up and down and highlighted different parts and at the end, people applauded. Then this preacher stands up and he speaks the 23rd Psalm in his ruff and gruff voice from years of preaching. With poor diction, he speaks out the 23rd Psalm and at the end of it, there was not a dry eye in the house. People were crying and somebody asked the actor what the difference was between the two of them reciting the same passage. He said, ‘Well, I know the Psalm but he knows the Shepherd.’

That’s what breaks it open you guys! It all comes down to one simple thing. These are beautiful words and this is a beautiful artistic song and poem. It is a wonderful piece of work. But that doesn’t really do all that much for us except for inspire us in a moment. But when we take this Psalm and we understand that it is not just about a little package Psalm but it is about a story of a Good Shepherd that desires to be in our lives day after day and that He will comfort us and be with us in moments of affliction. He will bring peace into our hearts. He will provide for us and He will be with us always. That’s when it takes on a totally different place in our lives.

We are going to do something today. We are going to take the 23rd Psalm plaque off the wall, if you will, and we are going to try to make it a reality in our hearts today. We are going to try to make it our own today. So in just a few moments, we are going to sing a song that was written by one of our 7:14 worship bands. Dan Rivera wrote this song and it is coming out of the 23rd Psalm and it talks about that idea of God going before us. We are going to sing this out and then we are going to take a break, we are going to take a Selah moment of peace and reflection. Selah is a pause, a rest, a reflection. It can mean Amen, like so be it to those words that were just spoken. It is mentioned 71 times in the Psalms. It is taking a pause to intentionally reflect on the Word of God. This series is not about our words. It is not about our understandings. It is about the Word of God getting into us and changing who we are. So we are going to ask God to reveal his Word in our hearts and we are going to sing this song and then we will have a moment of Selah and there will be reflections on the screen and then we will sing the chorus one more time. I invite you into prayer with me now and then we will go right into that.

Heavenly Father, we give You thanks and we give You praise. We pray that your Word would be on our hearts today. God we pray that we would come to know You, Good Shepherd, Lord that we would come to follow You today. 

If there are those here today who do not know God as your Shepherd, you don’t follow Him, you haven’t made that step of faith and you haven’t made that commitment, I’m just compelled to ask here today if that is you here today and you need to take a step of faith, as our heads are bowed, I want to ask you to lift your hand today. Thank you. 
Lord I pray for those taking a step of faith, God I pray that You would bring salvation into their souls and right now we live in your Word. We live in your Word today for You are our Shepherd. You are my Shepherd. We shall not be in want. You make us lie down in green pastures. You lead us beside quiet waters. You restore our souls. You lead us in paths of righteousness for your name’s sake. Even though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we will fear no evil for You are with us. Your rod and your staff comfort us. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow us and You will prepare a table before us in the presence of our enemies. You anoint our heads with oil. Our cup overflows. Surely goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives and we will dwell in the house of the Lord forever and ever. Amen. 
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