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A time to sing: a song of trust

(Psalm 23)

Introduction

“Good luck!” I recently said to a young couple


who had shared with me their dream of serving God overseas.

“Good luck?”  I was surprised – moments later – that I had uttered those words.

You see, I don’t believe in luck – either good or bad.

My words, however, convinced me that, yes,

I am succumbing to the influence of North American culture.

Our culture, you see, believes in luck; most modern cultures do.

What other explanation can we offer 

for the phenomenal upsurge in lotteries and casinos 

in the developed countries around the world?

Curious – isn’t it? – that we, who like to think of ourselves as so sophisticated,


have become so superstitious?



that we put faith in fate…credence in karma?

It all began in the year Galileo died.

Galileo – as you may remember – was the scientist 

who discovered that the earth is not the center of the universe.

In the year Galileo died, 

Robert Boyle -- a wealthy student on a grand tour of Europe –


began to develop a belief system based on Galileo’s discovery.

Boyle concluded that, since the earth is not the center of the universe,


those who live on planet earth – that’s you and me – really don’t matter.

Boyle then went on to depict God as a “Divine Clock Maker”…


in fact, such a good clock-maker, 

that the world which God made will buzz along quite nicely, thank you, 

without any further need of divine intervention.

Whatever happens in the world, said Boyle, just happens.

And this has become the officially sanctioned view of the world in which we now live.

Rabbi Harold Kushner popularized this world-view 

in his immensely popular book, When bad things happen to good people.

Rabbi Kushner says that lousy things happen as the result of lousy luck.

The world is a roulette wheel:


when your number’s up, your number’s up.

All of this prompted Wayne Oates, a Christian therapist, 

to write a book entitled Luck: a secular God.

In his book, Oates claims 

that people no longer believe in a personal God who purposely cares for them.

What we believe in, he says, is luck.

Luck has become our way of explaining what comes our way.

It also has become our way of avoiding any personal responsibility.

You will not find the word “luck” in the Bible.

God tells a different story in his book.

It’s really a simple story…a simple story with 3 chapters:


how God made us



how we reject him and his way of life




how he is relentless…and won’t give up until he gets us back.

That simple story is summarized in the song we are learning today.

It’s a song about a good shepherd who cares for black sheep that love to wander.

It’s a song about a God who repeatedly intervenes in the life of his wayward people…

intervenes to provide, protect and preserve.

It’s a song about the God whom Robert Boyle thought he had banished.

It’s an old song written by an old man.

It was David who wrote Psalm 23…

wrote it near the end of his life…

wrote it after reviewing his life.

I wonder if David was so old

that he feared he wouldn’t live long enough to complete the song.

After all, he writes his conclusion as the introduction.

Before revealing all that God has done for him in his checkered life,


 this old shepherd concludes: “The Lord is my shepherd; I…lack nothing” [Psalm 23:1]
I pray that this will be your conclusion, too,

as we – this morning – review what the Lord can do in our lives.

A time to sing: a song of trust 

(We can sing…we can trust, because…)

1) He provides

In verses 2-3, the songwriter tells us how the Shepherd provides:


“He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters,

he restores my soul.  He guides me in the paths of righteousness…”

What a picture, right?

Lush green pastures…

the tall grass gently blowing in the breeze…



all beside still waters…

beside a cool and clear lake, kept quiet by the tall pines that surround it.

Insert a house – your house -- into that picture…

and you, my friend, have your dream home.

Ah! so good for the soul.

But is that really where you live?

I mean, does that tranquil scene describe your life today?

I think I know the answer.

All of us are running around.

Some of us are running around trying to care for our children.

Others of us are running around trying to care for our parents.

A few of us are even trying to do both.

And into that already full schedule, we also try to squeeze in 

a job where we work hard…a course that we study hard,


a gym where we workout hard…and a weekend away where we play hard.

In other words, we are not lying down…


and we can’t be quiet.

Listen again, then, to the words of the song:


“He makes me lie down…beside quiet waters, he restores my soul.”

God, you see, wants us to calm down.

He knows that this is the “chicken soup” for our souls. 

Sometimes, he only needs to say a word to have his way with us.

“Be still,” he softly shouts, “be still…and know that I am God.” [Psalm 46:10]
At other times, though, words are not enough.

After all, we are sheep.

You know, I don’t mind calling the Lord my shepherd,


but I have never been too flattered being called one of his sheep.

As human beings, we are the most intelligent species on this planet.

Sheep, on the other, are rather dumb creatures.

Why, then, are we called sheep?

Because we – like sheep – make dumb choices, go astray and get lost.

We decide not to live God’s way;


we choose, instead, to go our own way.

We make dumb choices and get lost in bad habits, bad jobs, bad relationships.

We make dumb choices and get overcome by guilt, shame and fear.

When we – like sheep – have gone that far astray,


words usually are not enough.

God has to do something -- something dramatic -- to have his way with us.

He may have to knock us down – even out – for a while,


just to bring us back to the right path…



the path that leads to those green pastures and quiet waters,





the place where he restores our souls.

God, it seems, is very interested in us…

so interested that he will do whatever it takes to get our attention.

Sometimes tender, sometimes tough,


the Lord is always a shepherd…



a shepherd who loves his sheep too much to lose even one.

Sometimes tender, sometimes tough,


the shepherd’s message is always the same:



“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.” 

[Matthew 11:28]
“Run around in this world,” says the Shepherd, “and you’ll have trouble.


Run to me…and you’ll find peace.” [John 16:33 adapted]

The song-writer, in his song, 

draws a picture of the peace that the Shepherd provides.

He also shows 

how the Shepherd protects those that are his.

2) He protects

The song-writer reminds us 

that life is not all straight paths to green pastures and quiet waters. 

One verse of his song speaks of a dark valley –

You and I will find ourselves in this valley for one of two reasons:

either we – like sheep – have gone our own way, gone astray…

and wandered into the darkness.

or we have followed God’s leading into the darkness.

It really doesn’t matter what we did to get there.

What matters is what the Shepherd does when we’re in there.

What, for that matter, does God do

when we experience what a saint named John of the Cross called 

“the dark night of the soul”?

In verse 4, the song-writer tells us:

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and staff, they comfort me.”

“You are with me.”

Talk about divine intervention.

The Shepherd does more than watch us in the valley.

He does more than visit us in the valley.

He goes with us in the valley.

“You are with me”

That – the song-writer tells us – is what sustained him in all the dark valleys of his life.

That also sustained missionary Amy Carmichael 

during her 50 years in India without a furlough.

The abiding presence of God sustained my father as well,

during a long, hard year in a Nazi concentration camp.

It still sustains countless Christians in Asia 

as they huddle for worship in countries where the church faces persecution.

But how do we know that God is with us in the valley?

“Look at the signs,” the song-writer tells us, “look at the signs.”

Sheep in the valley could look up,

see a rod and staff…and know the shepherd was with them.

A rod and staff – simple emblems of the shepherd’s presence.

What emblems tell us that God is near?

How about an empty cross and empty tomb?

The empty cross assures us that a dying Jesus went the way for us in the past.

The empty tomb assures that a living Jesus goes the way with us today.

Look at verse 4 of the song,

and you will discover several words that help us understand 

what the shepherd is doing with us – and for us -- in the valley.

The preposition “through” reminds us that every “dark night of soul” will pass.

The Lord goes with us to get us through – get us out – of the valley.

We’re not going to build our home in the valley.

The phrase “fear no evil” does not mean “no fear”

Dark valleys, after all, can be very frightening, can’t they?

The Lord goes with us, though, to ensure 

that whatever happens in the valley happens to “work together for our good”. 

[Romans 8:28]

What happens in the valley may not feel good,


but the Lord will make it be good for us.

So, says the song-writer, “Fear no evil”.

The noun “comfort” also tells us what the Lord does for us in the valley.

He is not there to feel sorry for us…


to hold a “pity party” in our honor…



to wring his hands and say, “Oh, you poor little thing!”

He is there to “comfort”…


 “comfort” -- an English word derived from two Latin words: cum fortis…



two Latin words which mean “with strength”.

The Lord is with us in the valley, then,


to give us strength – his strength – so we can make it through the valley.

No wonder a pastor named Paul once said:


“I can do everything through (Christ), who gives me strength.” [Philippians 4:13]
“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,” says the song-writer,

“I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and staff, they comfort me.”

This, then, is how the Shepherd protects the likes of you and me

whenever we find ourselves in one of life’s dark valleys.

Do you get the picture?

God is personally involved in your life and mine.

He provides;


he protects;



and he preserves.

3) He preserves

Preserves us for what?

Let’s see…

In the closing verses of the song,


the man who composes transposes.

In other words, the composer moves to a much higher key.

The images change dramatically.

We get out of the valley;

we even get away from green pastures and quiet waters;

we move into a king’s palace.

The cast of characters also changes radically.

The Shepherd becomes a king,


and we – the sheep – become his subjects.

Listen to the grand finale of the song – verses 5-6:

“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.  Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

There’s a party going on here.

People are having a good time.

They’re eating and drinking.

They’re even being anointed.

What does this all mean?

To understand the last verses of the song,


we need to look at the last book of the Bible.

We need to take a peek this week into the book of Revelation…


the book that tells us what is to come.

In that book, 

simple folk like you and me are pictured living in a King’s palace.

We are portrayed as people anointed to be priests of the kingdom.

We are seen to be eating and drinking at a wedding banquet.

We look like we’re having not just a good time, but a great time…

a grand time in this new heaven and new earth

where there is no more death or crying or pain.

The Shepherd likes to call this place “Paradise”;


we seem to prefer to call it “heaven”.

Whatever we call it, though,


this is where David’s song ends…



and this is where our story ends.

No matter how bad the valleys may be…


no matter how good the green pastures and quiet waters may seem,



the best is yet to be.

The day is coming when all those who follow the Shepherd 


become subjects of a king



and live with him in his house forever.

Can you imagine that?


the God who is so involved in our lives today



wants people like you and me to be involved in his life…forever.

Conclusion

The song we are learning to sing today is a very familiar song.

Most people seem to know Psalm 23.

Do we, however, know it well enough to recite it?

Let’s try to say the first line together: (1 – 2 – 3…)


“The Lord is my shepherd.”

I think we can do better.

Let me show you how to say the first line properly.

The way you say the first line, you see, is the key to understanding the entire psalm.

You need to use the fingers of your left hand to say the first line.

You need to say one word as you touch each finger of your hand.

When you get to the fourth finger, 

you need to grab that finger and say the fourth word loudly.

Again, let’s try to say the first line together…slowly 

(touching fingers 1,2,3,5 and grabbing finger 4):



“The  -  Lord  -  is  -  MY  -  Shepherd”

One more time:


(touching fingers 1,2,3,5 and grabbing finger 4):



“The  -  Lord  -  is  -  MY  -  Shepherd”

Good!

Now that you know how, you also need to know why.

During March, 1850


in a little log cabin on the prairie,



a young boy named Timmy was dying of diphtheria.

A Methodist pastor – a circuit rider who visited his people every two months –


came to see Timmy.

“Do you know how to say Psalm 23?” asked the pastor.

“Sure,” said Timmy as he rattled off all 6 verses.

“No, Timmy,” said the pastor, “Let me show you a better way.

As you say the first line, use the fingers of your left hand.

Slowly say one word after another as you touch each finger of your hand.

When you get to the fourth finger, grab that finger and say the fourth word very loudly,

like this (touching fingers 1,2,3,5 and grabbing finger 4): 

‘The  -  Lord  -  is  -  MY  -  Shepherd’.”

“Why should I do that?” asked Timmy.

The pastor explained:


“If you look at the 4th finger of your parents’ left hands, you’ll see a wedding ring.


Your parents exchanged those rings to show how much they love each other.


When you say “my” in the first line of Psalm 23 and grab your 4th finger,



you can remember how much the Good Shepherd Jesus loves you.”

After the little boy seemed to understand

– and even practiced – what the pastor had told him,



the circuit rider left.

When he returned 2 months later, 

he saw a mound of dirt near the cabin.

He knew that Timmy had died.

The pastor went in to speak with Timmy’s parents.

They talked a long time.

Finally, Timmy’s mother said to the pastor:

“Timmy died in his sleep.  We kissed him good-night and found him dead in the morning.  But it was so strange.  His right hand was wrapped around the 4th finger of his left hand.  Do you know what that means, pastor?”

This pastor would like to ask you:


do you know what that means?
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