POWERFUL VERSES OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

#5 Facing Tomorrow Confidently
July 10th, 2011 – Psalm 23

What would you say is probably the most well – known and beloved Psalm in the Bible! Most everyone has heard of Psalm 23. It’s a poem with no peer and has been called the sweetest song ever sung. Abraham Lincoln read it to cure his blues, and President Bush proclaimed it publicly to calm our nation’s fears after 9-11. I have used its words to comfort people who are going through severe personal trials, suffering illness, or facing death, myself included.      In fact the words of this psalm have been the last that many people have uttered in this life. Max Lucado: In these lines sailors have found a harbor, the frightened have found a father, and strugglers have found a friend.
Why do you think it is that this particular Psalm so beloved? I believe it is because the entire song is built around the profound truth of its first five words: THE LORD is my Shepherd. Jesus Christ the Good Shepherd stands ready to lead and guide us through life. His grace allows us to FACE TOMORROW CONFIDENTLY. Because this psalm is so familiar, it is easy to miss the depth of its meaning with its setting in the world of sheep and shepherds. Interesting the Bible refers to us as sheep nearly two hundred times!  One pastor was giving a children’s sermon describing the child of God like sheep in need of care and guidance. Then pastor put his hands out to the side, palms up in a dramatic gesture, and with raised eyebrows said to the children: If you are the sheep then who is the shepherd? He was pretty obviously indicating himself. One child said: Jesus, Jesus is the shepherd.  The pastor caught by surprise, said: Well, then, who am I?  The little boy frowned thoughtfully and then said with a shrug:          I guess you must be a sheep dog. You know what they call pastors in Germany: German Shepherds! Let the truth of theses words sink in to the depths of our hearts today as we look at the Peace, Presence, and Pledge of God!
PEACE OF GOD

Psalm 23:1 The LORD is my shepherd…David begins with relationship. Not just a shepherd but MY shepherd. The LORD is the name “Yahweh” and was the name first revealed to Moses in Exodus 3:14: I am who I am. Ordinary Israelites considered this name too holy to be spoken by human lips. It was so revered that it was only pronounced once a year on the Day of Atonement, and then only by the high priest in the most holy place of the Temple. The great “I AM” is “my” shepherd. We need a shepherd so that we can have the peace of God in life.
Philip Keller was a sheep rancher & wrote, A Shepherd Looks at the Twenty-third Psalm. He says that sheep require more attention than any other livestock. They just can’t take care of themselves.  Unless their shepherd makes them move on, sheep will actually ruin a pasture, eating every blade of grass, until finally a fertile pasture is nothing but barren soil. Sheep are near-sighted, stubborn, and easily frightened. They have little means of defense. Their only recourse is to run if no shepherd is there to protect them. Sheep have no homing instincts.  It’s a goner unless someone rescues it. Sheep can’t make it without a shepherd. Through Jesus we have peace with God (forgiveness of sins) so we may experience the peace of God in life’s circumstances. Peace allows us to:
Be Relaxed…I shall not be in want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside quiet waters…       We will not lack anything that is really necessary and good for us!  A Sunday school teacher asked his class one day: How many of you can quote Psalm 23? Several of the children raised their hands, including a little girl who was only 4 years old. He asked if anyone would like to say it. The 4 year old: The Lord is my shepherd. That’s all I want. She overlooked a few verses, but understood the message perfectly. If Jesus is our shepherd, everything else is secondary.  We can live life relaxed and content. Contentment is not having everything you want, but wanting everything you have. We live in an age of discontentment and stress.  Jason Lehman wrote Present Tense:

It was spring. But it was summer I wanted - The warm days, and the great outdoors. It was summer. But it was fall   I wanted - The colorful leaves, and the cool, dry air. It was fall. But it was winter I wanted - The beautiful snow, and the holiday season. It was winter. But it was spring I wanted - The warmth, and the blossoming of nature.
I was a child. But it was adulthood I wanted - The freedom, and the respect. I was 20. But it was 30 I wanted – 
To be mature, and sophisticated.  I was middle-aged. But it was 20 I wanted - The youth, and the free spirit. 

 I was retired. But it was middle age I wanted - The presence of mind, without limitations. Then my life was over, and I never got what I wanted. In a cemetery in England there’s a gravestone with this inscription: She died for want of things. Alongside that stone is another: He died trying to give them to her. Still probably not relaxed!       

Someone said discontment is the “prison of want.” Its prisoners want something bigger. If joy comes from something we deposit, drive, drink, or digest, then we’re in the prison of want. Are you hoping that a change in circumstance will bring a change in your attitude? If so, we’re locked up in a cell of discontentment.  What we have in Jesus Christ our Good Shepherd is greater than what we don’t have in life. That attitude allows us to be at rest.

Did you notice the word make? Sheep sometimes have to be forced to lie down. The shepherd would institute forced rest periods for his sheep, especially for the pregnant ewes and frolicking lambs. He would take the sheep and fold their legs in such a way that they would become paralyzed for a while and therefore had to lie down and get their much-needed rest.  The best way to get his flock to chill out was to make sure four conditions were met: 
First of all, they have to be full. Hungry sheep stay on their feet searching for another mouthful of food. Secondly, they must be unafraid.  By nature, sheep are nervous and fearful. A stray jackrabbit jumping out from behind a bush can stampede a whole flock. Thirdly, they must not be frustrated.  If flies or fleas are bothering them they’ll not lie down. Finally, sheep will not lie down unless there is harmony in the flock.  In every animal society there is an established order of dominance or status. Among sheep it is called the butting order. Sheep maintain their status by butting and driving away other sheep from their favorite grazing spot. If there is friction in the flock they stand up and keep themselves on high alert. The result is that it wears the sheep out; they lose weight and become irritable.
Newsweek reported that as many as 70 million Americans don’t get enough sleep. Many insomniacs report that it’s because of stress and anxiety. I recently read about a guy who was so whacked out with worry that He decided to hire someone to do his worrying for him. He found a man who agreed to be his hired worrier for a salary of $200,000 per year. After he accepted the job he asked his boss: Where are you going to get $200,000 to pay me?   Boss: That’s your worry, not mine. Like sheep we too have fears and frustrations. We live in an uncertain life.     Any hour can bring disaster. And generally, it is the unknown, the unexpected, that frightens us most.
One of the moms on Michael’s baseball team found out in May that she has Multiple myeloma, a cancer of the plasma cells in bone marrow. Plasma cells help the body's immune system fight disease by producing proteins called antibodies. As the cancer cells grow in the bone marrow, they can cause pain and destruction of the bones. If the bones in the spine are affected, it can put pressure on the nerves, resulting in numbness or paralysis. Multiple myeloma mainly affects older adults.  This young mom is now battling this incurable disease.  Sometimes God    uses an illness, or heartbreak, to make us stop & reevaluate our priorities. Nothing quiets our souls like knowing that the peace of our Good Shepherd Jesus allows us to rest in His love and assurance He has everything under control. 

Be Restored: … he restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Restore means to bring back to a former or normal state, to make new.  God is the God of the second chance. The God of new beginnings. Cast down describes a heavy long-fleeced sheep that will lie down, as it stretches out to relax loses its balance and will roll to its side. The sheep will panic and find itself upside-down. Gases build up in the body, cutting off circulation to the legs – and if not corrected the sheep dies in hours. When the shepherd finds the sheep, he rolls it over and lifts it to its feet rubbing the limbs to restore circulation. What a picture of what God does for His sheep! He looks for us when we have wandered and restores us when we are cast down.  
Paths refer to a well-defined and well-worn trail. This is one more bit of evidence about how stupid sheep really are. Even when the path is perfectly clear, sheep will still stray.  Since the shepherd knows the trails, he can guide them in the best way. God longs to lead us in paths of righteousness. Most of us know the right road we should take but our selfishness and sinfulness often lead us astray. We need the shepherd to guide us in the right way because like sheep, we often have no sense of direction. As we submit to the shepherd He will lead us in paths of righteousness.  1 Peter 2:24-25: He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins & live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed. For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd & Overseer of your souls. We read the Gospels and see the tenderness that Jesus showed toward sinners. He restored Peter’s heart after his denial. Jesus restores our hearts as well. Be restored by grace!
PRESENCE OF GOD 
Psalm 23:4: Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, (darkest valley) I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me. When we come to verse 4, notice a couple changes.       In verses 1-3, the sheep are in the sunshine. In verse 4, the sheep are in the shadows.  Notice the pronouns change.   In the first half, David is extolling the virtues of the Shepherd, using “He” and “His” to refer to God. Now, he speaks to the Shepherd directly: You are with me, your rod and your staff…you prepare…you anoint. When times are tough, God becomes more real to David. Have you experienced that in your life? Death can be disturbing!

Hebrews 2:14-15: 14 Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— 15 and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.  Death is Satan’s weapon, the last enemy to be defeated. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. Why? Because you are with me.  The presence of Jesus Christ – our Immanuel – He is with us, very present in our lives when the darkness is surrounding us.

Notice it says that we walk through the valley. We don’t have to stay there. We’re passing through. Through the blackness there is brightness. Through the gloom there is glory. Notice also the word shadow. In one sense the shadow of something is more ominous than what it represents. On the other hand, the shadow of a dog cannot bite and the shadow of death cannot harm us. When there is a shadow there must be light somewhere. The Redeemer has removed the sting of death; only the shadow of it remains.  Ever been hurt by a shadow? No need to fear death.     I’ll never forget being with mom in her last hours. These words came alive like never before. There was no fear in the room just the calming presence of Jesus Christ. Just a few moments after she died, tears in my eyes, an elder, and a member of our congregation back in South Carolina embraced me. That is what I needed at that moment, Jesus         with flesh on. We are the hands, feet, and embrace of Jesus when the shadows come our way!
A 1st-grader stood in front of his classroom to make a speech about: What I want to be when I grow up. He said:  I’m going to be a lion tamer & have lots of fierce lions. I’ll walk into the cage & they will roar. But of course, I’ll have my mommy with me.  I’m convinced that when death roars its worst at us, we need not fear, for our Savior is with us. Whether we brush the edge of the valley of death or actually walk through it, Jesus is there with us. 

Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. The rod was like a club that often hung from the shepherd’s belt. It was used to protect the sheep. The staff was a slender pole, with a little crook on the end. It could be hooked around the leg of a sheep to pull him from harm. It was also used to direct the flock, and occasionally to discipline the sheep. Not once do we read of sheep carrying rods and staffs. They must rely completely on the shepherd. We must rely on the Good Shepherd for all that we need and find comfort in his grace. When the sheep could see the rod and the staff, they knew that they were protected from the shadows.

The shadows of this life are many, threatening us at every pass. We worry ourselves to death… what if something happened to my child or my spouse? What if I lost my job, my house, or my health… what if, what if, what if?    The most blessed people I know are not those who have escaped the shadows. The most blessed people I know refuse to be held captive by the shadows. The Good Shepherd does not promise to keep us from the shadows but is with us through them. Comfort has the idea of strength through companionship. We can be strong in the face of death because we have a companion over the grave that is present with us through every earthly shadow.
PLEDGE OF GOD
Psalm 23:5-6: 5 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. 6 Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. At the moment Satan is doing his worst to us in death, God is preparing a welcoming feast for us in Heaven! What a picture of victory & joy!  That is the pledge of our faithful God. The table is common expression to describe what a shepherd does to “prepare a pasture.” The best place for sheep to graze is on a flat mesa, or tableland. The shepherd inspects it for poisonous plants and makes sure there are not any predators.  In similar fashion we overcome the enemies of sin, death, and hell by the blood of Jesus Christ. Every Sunday we come to the table He has prepared for us. Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins. A foretaste of the feast to come.
You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. In ancient Israel shepherds used oil for three purposes - 

to repel insects, to prevent conflicts, and to heal wounds.  Flies deposit eggs into the tender membrane of the sheep’s nose. As the eggs hatched they beat their heads against rocks and trees. Their heads are covered with oil-like repellant. Oil is used to prevent injury to the rams as they butt heads in their battle to win the affection of the ewes. Sheep get a lot of wounds and cuts simply from living in a pasture. This oil serves as an ointment to protect their sores from getting infected. What a beautiful picture of what Jesus does for us. By His strips we are healed inwardly of sin so we may live full and abundant lives in body soul and spirit. Do you have any wounds today?
Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.   It connects yesterday and today with tomorrow. God’s goodness and love will follow us. The word “follow” literally means, “pursue.” His beauty and love chase after me every day of my life. What a picture! For those who have put their faith in Jesus, we have been given much more than we deserve and we have more than we need. That’s his goodness.  We’re also recipients of his love and mercy, by not receiving what we deserve. If God gave us justice, we’d be punished for our disobedient wandering. But because of Jesus we can have confidence in His mercy.        His goodness and love led Jesus to the Cross, where the shepherd gave his life for his sheep.
The psalm begins with the joyous statement, “The Lord is my shepherd” and closes with an equally positive affirmation of faith: I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.  Why can Christians face tomorrow confidently? When you face the future, what do you see? You have two choices in life: You can either face the future as a cynic, a doubter, with negative thoughts, expecting the worse. Or you can face the future expecting God to be with you and His goodness and His mercy to follow you all the days of your life knowing the best is yet to come. It is amazing how much better life gets when you actively look for God's goodness and God's mercy in every experience. 

A chaplain in the French army used the 23rd Psalm to encourage soldiers before battle. He would urge them to repeat the opening clause of the psalm, ticking it off, one finger at a time. The little finger represented the word, THE; the ring finger represented the word LORD; the middle finger IS; the index finger MY; and the thumb, SHEPHERD. Then he asked every solder to write the words on the palm of his hand and to repeat the verse whenever he needed strength. This chaplain placed special emphasis on the message of the index finger, MY.        He reminded the soldiers that God is a PERSONAL shepherd with a PERSONAL mission-to gets them home safely. Well a few days later after a fierce battle one of the young solders was found dead, and his right hand was still clutching the index finger of the left. As his life ended he clung to this comforting truth: The Lord is MY Shepherd.
How about doing that every day this week. That is how you face tomorrow confidently. AMEN!
