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Last Sunday I completed our Advent series on Psalm 22.  I now move on to Psalm 23, not because it happens to follow 22, but intentionally, as our response to Psalm 22.

Many psalms follow others for no particular reason that we can see, but others seem placed next to each other because they relate to one another.  

As Psalm 22 expresses the prophetic voice of our Savior, Psalm 23 expresses our voice in response.
In Psalm 22 we heard the agonies of Christ on the cross.  We saw him as our brother, as the author and perfecter of our faith trailblazing the way for us.  We also saw that he is a king whose authority is ever expanding throughout the earth, whose reach is never ending down through generations.

Yet it is at just this point that we see one of the most amazing things.   Though he is a king whose dominion will have no end, his personal knowledge of us and individual commitment to us never change.
When Jesus promises, “Those who seek the Lord will praise him” (vs. 26), the assumption is they will find him and he will be as true and faithful a Savior to them as to any who have found him before.

When he said the “all the families of the nations will bow down before him,” the assumption is they also will know him and His favor in the fullest possible way. 
If he is the praise of all the earth, it does not change in the least that his death for sin was an act of mercy towards you, and you, and you.  It does not dilute his devotion to you, or divert his attention from you.  
But that would make him like a shepherd who knows his sheep one by one, who calls them by name, who relates to each one.  

READ...PRAY

If you were to ask me to name three passages of Scriptures every Christian ought to know from childhood to the day of his or her death, the answer immediately jumps to mind:  
The Lord’s Prayer, because it shows us how pray and worship the Lord.
The Ten Commandments, because they show us how to obey the Lord.

The 23rd Psalm, because it shows us how to rest in the Lord.  
How many of you have turned to this psalm in times of anxiety or fear, only to find peace?  How many of you have turned to this psalm for comfort in the face of grief , or for courage in the face of opposition or danger?
The 23rd Psalm has inspired countless artistic expressions in art, hymns and other music.  This last week I listened once again to “Sheep May Safely Graze” by Bach.  
This brings us right to the problem.  A psalm so well known with as this, with an image as vivid as a shepherd caring for his sheep, can be manhandled so much that the image becomes a cliché, its power lost in the smiling faces of cottony sheep under a happy sun. 
This psalm offers no idealized image of life.  Here you read of danger, enemies and death.  Here you read of the need to be restored after going astray, of the desire for rest, peace and contentment.

If this Psalm were only an artistic distraction, a Thomas Kinkade painting, it might offer some brief respite from worry or anxiety, but it would have nothing of the impact that it continues to have.
What makes this psalm so remarkable?  The answer to this provides us with the theme of the morning and a point I hope you take very much to heart this coming year.
What makes this psalm so remarkable is not what is present but what is missing, what you would expect to find and do find in any honest depiction of life.  Indeed you find it in many psalms, but it is not here.

Here is Psalm 23 is the absence of all fear, doubt, anxiety, worry, depression, distress, that inner turmoil which is so familiar to us.    David’s peace and sure confidence in God resonates deeply with our own need for peace, and encourages us to lay hold of it for ourselves.  In fact, the psalm shows us how.
The obstacles to our peace – all those things I just mentioned, things that cause so much suffering, bad behavior on our part and poor relations with others – are swept away by the first verse:  The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

If this were a leap of faith, it would be meaningless.  Faith that rests on nothing is no support at all.  Faith without a foundation is absurd.  What we read is very different.
You might paraphrase it, “Because the Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  

All the emotions and turmoil of unbelief are swept aside before the role that God, in Christ personally, is committed to fulfill in our lives.

Sheep are naturally skittish, easily spooked, largely defenseless, vulnerable to predators.  Because of these things they naturally huddle together rather than lay down.  Sheep need a shepherd, and when they have one, the shepherd’s presence is all the reassurance they need.  The Shepherd is their rest, their safety, their food, their shelter, their defense, their rescue, their way to the best pastures and their way home.  
The presence of a shepherd embodies all these things, because he makes them so.  And / sheep know it.  
A sheep’s brain may be a tenth the size of a human brain (.3 lb. vs. 3 lbs.), but still every sheep grasps that as long as each knows that he or she has someone to rely on as “my shepherd”, they will lack nothing.  They will know his voice.  They will follow him.  In trusting him they find their reason for peace, and they experience peace.  When in trouble they cry out because they know they have someone to cry out to.  
With brains ten times the size of a sheep’s brain, and the Lord God for our shepherd, why, our confidence and peace ought to be 10 times 10,000 greater than a sheep’s.
The Lord has given us every reason to place our confidence in him, and every capability of understanding that deeply.  

In John 10, Jesus taught so plainly, surely with reference to our psalm.  “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” (11)  Then three verses later, again, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me – just as the Father knows me and I know the Father – and I lay down my life for the sheep.” (14-15)
Here Jesus underscored for his disciples his determination to suffer for them, to prove his faithfulness beyond question, all for the sake of their knowing him as their good shepherd.

Jesus went on a third time, “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen.  I must bring them also.  They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.  The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life – only to take it up again.  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” (16-18)
Before you or I say, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” to anyone else, it must first be part of our personal conversation with the Lord & our worship of him.

We can and should celebrate, how, as our shepherd, Christ provides for us, leads and guides us, defends and protects us, and assures of eternal life, but there is a sense in which this misses the central point, the one underscored by Jesus and that is plain in our psalm.
You cannot drive off fear, anxiety, worry, or any of the other distresses of your life.  But, they will slip away, almost unnoticed at times, you as you draw near to the Lord, as you seek him out, when instead of speaking about him, you seek him out and speak with him.  He will hear you, and you will hear his voice of reassurance as well.
Notice the progression in our Psalm.  It begins by referring to Christ in the third person:  “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.  He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he restores my soul.  He guides me in paths of righteousness.
But then in verse 4, conditions become intense, dangerous or even deadly.  David selects a single Hebrew term used by in Hebrew poetry to sum up your worst fear -- chaos and gloom and destruction.  It is translated “shadow of death”.  

Note, then the shift.  David draws still as near to the Lord as is possible, because that is where his confidence is maintained.  See how he so purposefully slips into the second person:  “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear not evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.  You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies.  You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.”
In Psalm 34: 8-10, we read, “Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the man who takes refuge in him.  Fear the Lord, you his saints, for those who fear him lack nothing.  The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who seek the Lord lack no good thing.”
If your life is like mine, it has a way of becoming littered with all those obstacles to peace and confidence in the Lord – chunks of unbelief.  I do mean “littered” because we don’t intentionally clutter our attitudes and thoughts with these things.  Over time they just accumulate.  Still they have a way of adding up – Family problems, financial headaches, disputes, time pressures, unrealistic deadlines, fatigue.  Before long we realize we have gotten off track spiritually.  There are no green pastures here, no still waters for as far as the heart can see.

We need to be restored, which is exactly what he knows about us and is prepared to do, because he is our good shepherd.  We need never worry that he may grow weary or fed up with our waywardness, with how often and how quickly we move away.   He is your good shepherd not because of what you are or are not for his name’s sake.  That means because of what he is.
Luke tells us that just after the Last Supper and speaking of Peter’s pending denial, Jesus asked his disciples a question:  "When I sent you without purse, bag or sandals, did you lack anything?"  "Nothing," they answered. (Luke 22:35)
He was preparing them for what lay ahead, that although things would be different, they would still lack nothing.  He would still be with them, still their good shepherd even when they could not see how he would do it.  They need only draw near, stay close, listen and follow.
For us as Christian, going back to first principles, really so often is returning to the Lord, where we find our rest and our peace.  The Lord is my shepherd.  I shall not be in want.
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